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ABSTRACT
The Yellow River Piano Concerto remains as one of a few representative and major
instrumental compositions within the Chinese repertoire since it was composed in 1969. Thanks
to the devoted work of Chinese pianists, the Yellow River Piano Concerto has disseminated
around the world and has become a musical symbol of Chinese culture in recent years. This
piano concerto serves as a tool for the cultural communication between China and the world. The
Yellow River Piano Concerto has a unique ability to depict Chinese culture and history through
the language of music. Its exotic pentatonic melodies and eastern orchestrations make the entire
concerto affective and revolutionary. With both eastern and western characteristics, the Yellow
River Piano Concerto holds a distinct position within world music. Surprisingly, this concerto
was composed by a group of Chinese composers during a special time period in Chinese
history—the Great Cultural Revolution (1966-1976). The concerto itself is also a transcription of
the Yellow River Cantata, which was composed by Chinese composer Sinn Sing Hoi in 1939.
After the Great Cultural Revolution, the Yellow River Piano Concerto was banned for a few
years in China; once it was allowed to be performed on stage again by the government, it ushered
in a new spring of its artistic life. This monograph will examine the history of the Yellow River
Piano Concerto, provide an analysis of its form and tonal and harmonic structure, drawing on its
eastern and western aspects, and will discuss its reception and performance tradition.

viii

CHAPTER 1. BACKGROUND
1.1. The Yellow River
See how the Yellow River's water moves out of heaven.
Entering the ocean, never to return.
—Bai Li, “Bringing in the Wine”1
As the second longest river in China, the overall length of the Yellow River is 5,464
kilometers. It originates in the Bayan Har Mountains at Qinghai-Tibet Plateau and flows into the
Bohai Sea. The Yellow River’s drainage basin covers 752,443 square kilometers, which covers
nine provinces, including Qinghai, Sichuan, Gansu, Ningxia, Inner Mongolia, Shaanxi, Shanxi,
Henan and Shandong. The Yellow River carries a lot of sediment and silt from the Loess Plateau,
and the soil erosion makes the water very muddy, so it is called the Yellow River.
As the main cradle of Chinese civilization since 4,000 B.C. to 2,000 B.C., the Yellow
River is generally called the “Mother River.” During their history of almost five-thousand years,
the Chinese people not only lived based on the Yellow River, but also fought with its floods; just
as the ancient proverb says: “If the Yellow River is peaceful, the people are safe.” 2 In the first
half of twentieth century, the Yellow River played an important role in the War of Resistance
against Japanese Aggression (1937-1945). From 1935 to 1948, Chairman Zedong Mao led the
Party Central Committee and the Central Red Army of China to build the Northwest
Revolutionary Base at Yan’an in the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia border region. The precipitous

1. “君不见，黄河之水天上来，奔流到海不复回。” Bai Li, “Bringing in the Wine,” 752 A.D., Tang
Dynasty. All translations by the author, unless otherwise indicated.
2. “黄河宁，天下平。” Ancient proverb.
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Yellow River prevented the Japanese from attacking the Northwest Revolutionary Base and
delayed the invasion of the Japanese army. Therefore, the Chinese people have very deep and
long-lasting feelings for the Yellow River. It is not only the “Mother River,” but they also view it
as a cultural and patriotic symbol. That perspective is one of the principal historical bases of the
Yellow River Cantata and the Yellow River Piano Concerto.
1.2. Yellow River Cantata by Sinn Sing Hoi
Before introducing the Yellow River Piano Concerto, it is necessary to discuss Sinn Sing
Hoi (Figure 1.1) and his Yellow River Cantata, since the cantata is the origin of the Yellow River
Piano Concerto. Chinese composer Sinn Sing Hoi (1905-1945) was born into a poor fishing
family in Macau, and his ancestral home is in Panyu, Guangdong Province (also written as
Canton Province).3 Sinn Sing Hoi started to learn music in primary school, then he studied violin
in the Beijing Art School (one of the earliest three art schools in China) and worked as a
librarian. In the fall of 1928, Sinn Sing Hoi studied in the Shanghai National Conservatory of
Music (Shanghai Conservatory of Music today). At that time, he got to know other Chinese
musicians and joined some progressive students’ organizations. In Sinn’s view, the purpose of
studying music is to undertake an important responsibility and save the dispirited China. He also
suggested that the type of music China needs is general music,4 which is acceptable and
understandable by ordinary people.
In 1930, Sinn Sing Hoi studied and worked in Paris with violinist Paul Oberdoeffer and
with composers Noel Geallon, Vincent d’ Indy, and Vincent Berthier de Lioncourt. In 1934, Sinn

3. Yuhe Wang, Modern History of Chinese Music, 2nd Ed (Beijing: People's Music Publishing House,
2002): 260.
4. ibid.
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was admitted to composer Paul Dukas’ master class in the Paris National Academy of Music and
Drama. However, the master class was cancelled in the summer of 1935 because Paul Dukas
suddenly died of illness. Eventually, Sinn Sing Hoi returned to China and devoted himself to the
Anti-Japanese National Salvation Movement, which was led by the Chinese Communist Party. 5
During the movement, Sinn Sing Hoi attended some progressive music organizations and
composed songs for salvation, as well as film music. In the winter of 1938, Sinn Sing Hoi
accepted an offer to become a music professor and department head at the Lu Xun Academy of
Arts in Yan’an.

Figure 1.1. Sinn Sing Hoi
Sinn Sing Hoi composed the Yellow River Cantata during an illness that lasted for six
days; eventually, the entire work was finished on March 31, 1939. According to Xiling Wu’s

5. ibid., 261.

3

memory, Sinn’s wife, Yunling Qian, helped him with binding the manuscript at that time. He
observed that the handwriting in the manuscript was very neat, without any corrections. On April
13, 1939, the Yellow River Cantata was premiered in the auditorium of the Northern Shaanxi
Revolutionary College in Yan’an, Xiling Wu was the conductor. The third troupe for the AntiJapanese National Salvation Movement also performed. Later, on May 11, 1939, the cantata was
performed by the Lu Xun Academy of Arts at the auditorium of the Party School of the
Communist Party of China Central Committee in Yan’an. Both performances received
affirmative and positive comments from Chairman Zedong Mao and the Party Central
Committee.6 After the premiere, the troupes for the Anti-Japanese National Salvation Movement
started to perform portions of the cantata during their tour. The small chorus from the troupe
usually performed for civilians and soldiers. Thus, recognition of the Yellow River Cantata
spread quickly and widely.
The librettist of the Yellow River Cantata is Chinese poet and writer Weiran Guang. In
1938, Guang visited the Hukou Falls and had all sorts of feelings, especially about the long
history of China and the war. He was then inspired to write the suite poem Ode to the Yellow
River. In Janurary 1939, Weiran Guang arrived at Yan’an and recited his suite poem at the Lunar
New Year’s Eve party. Guang received many good comments, especially from composer Sinn
Sing Hoi. Afterwards, Guang and Sinn reached an agreement to compose a work called Yellow
River Cantata.7 The text and music used the Yellow River as inspiration, praising the Chinese
people’s unyielding will to fight, eulogizing the long history of China, depicting changes to the

6. ibid., 272.
7. Yufang Liu, “From the View of Ethnomusicology to Explore the Musical Image from Yellow River
Cantata to Yellow River Piano Concerto.” Songs Bimonthly, no. 6 (November 2013): 52, accessed July 18, 2018,
CNKI.net.
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Chinese people’s life because of the war, lashing out at the enemy’s brutality and its disastrous
impact, and portraying the scene of all Chinese people’s defending of their country in the end. In
Sinn’s view, his music compositions are revolutionary and mainly serve a political agenda.8
Further, he also endeavored to create musical images of workers, farmers and revolutionary
masses. Thus, the style of Weiran Guang’s text satisfied his need in making the entire Yellow
River Cantata even more patriotic and anti-Japanese.9 The following chart (Table 1.1) provides
the movements and performance styles of the entire Yellow River Cantata. From the chart, one
can tell that the performance styles are based on the music and text. A poetry recitation appears
before every entry of the chorus. Each movement has its own theme, but the development of the
cantata as a whole is progressive and has a unique narrativity. Just as Sinn Sing Hoi suggested,
the music of China needs to be approachable to the ordinary people, so he gave specific titles in
Chinese to each movement. Moreover, Sinn Sing Hoi also stated that contemporary Chinese
music should absorb various styles from Chinese folk music. 10 So, the addition of traditional
Chinese instruments, folk singing, and rhythm made the cantata closer to the experience of
ordinary people.
Beyond the first edition of the Yellow River Cantata in Yan’an, Sinn Sing Hoi revised the
orchestration in the Soviet Union later in his life. 11 Concerning performances after 1950s, a few
additional Chinese composers, including Huanzhi Li, Wei Qu, and Liangkun Yan, have revised

8. Yuhe Wang, Modern History of Chinese Music, 2nd Ed (Beijing: People's Music Publishing House,
2002): 265.
9. ibid., 272.
10. ibid., 273.
11. ibid.
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the cantata. Among these revisions, the edition of Liangkun Yan is the most frequently
performed and best known.12 Overall, the Yellow River Cantata endures as the most popular
large composition of Chinese music. Most ordinary people could hum a number of its melodies
or recollect a portion of its text. During the War of Resistance against Japanese Aggression, the
Yellow River Cantata played a positive role and encouraged the people’s and soldiers’ morale. In
the context of Chinese music history, Sinn Sing Hoi was the first composer to use a large, multimovement instrumental composition to depict people’s life and struggle in the service of the
revolution.
Table 1.1. Form of the Yellow River Cantata
Movement

Performance Style

Overture
Yellow River Boatman’s Song
Ode to the Yellow River
Yellow River's Water Moves Out of
Heaven
Ballad of the Yellow River
Responsorial Singing by the Yellow
River
Lament to the Yellow River

Orchestra
Chorus
Tenor or baritone solo
Poetry recitation with music
Women’s chorus of two or three voices
Men’s duet accompanied by a threestringed plucked instrument
Soprano solo accompanied by women’s
chorus of three voices
Chorus and antiphon
Chorus of mixed voices

Defend the Yellow River
Roar, the Yellow River

1.3. The Development of Piano Artistry in China before the Great Cultural Revolution
In 1601, the first harpsichord was brought to the Ming Dynasty by the Italian missionary
Matteo Ricci. 13 However, its use did not proliferate for more than a hundred years. At first, the

12. ibid., 275.
13. Ni Li, “The Historical Background of the Yellow River Piano Concerto,” Journal of Chifeng University,
vol. 33, no. 6 (June 2012): 137, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
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harpsichord was only used for the royal family. In 1673, the Kangxi Emperor was the only
person who studied piano from a Portuguese missionary. By the end of the Qing Dynasty,
however, western keyboard instruments were gradually accepted by the Chinese people, when
progressive school songs initially appeared.14 According to Tingge Wei, the first published piano
composition appeared in 1921: Saw the Jar by the Chinese composer Rongshou Li. 15 At that
time, Chinese composers were still learning and imitating western compositional styles. In 1934,
The Cowherd’s Flute by Chinese composer Lvting He won first prize in the Russian composer
Alexander Tcherepnin’s “Collecting the Best Chinese Style Piano Composition.” The success of
The Cowherd’s Flute indicated to the people that western methods of composing can be
combined with Chinese musical practice, but that they must also satisfy Chinese tastes.16 Later,
in 1937, the Chinese composer Wenye Jiang composed the first Chinese piano concerto: The
First Piano Concerto, op. 16.17 During the eight years of the War of Resistance against Japanese
Aggression, Chinese composers mainly composed revolutionary songs on piano, without
producing any more larger-scale works.
The war ended on August 15, 1945, and the new People’s Republic of China was
founded on October 1, 1949, led by the Communist Party of China and Chairman Zedong Mao
(also written as Mao Tse-tung). During the period 1949-1966, Chinese composers continued to
write large compositions for piano and orchestra. The most influential piano concerto at that time

14. ibid.
15. Tingge Wei, “The Development of Chinese Piano Composition,” Music Research, no. 2 (March 1983):
40, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
16. ibid.
17. Jiajun Wu, “Description of the Development of Chinese Piano Concertos.” Music Life, no. 3 (March
2016): 58, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
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was the Youth Piano Concerto, composed together by Shikun Liu, Yiming Pan, Xiaofei Huang
and Yili Sun.18 Other Chinese composers wrote some shorter piano works. In August 1963,
Premier Enlai Zhou suggested in the Great Hall of the People that music and dance should
develop towards “revolutionization, nationalization and popularization.” 19 It seemed to be a hint
of the upcoming Great Cultural Revolution, which was one of the most important political events
in Chinese history.
1.4. The Great Cultural Revolution and Its Impact on Chinese Music before 1969
With the full name of “The Proletarian Great Cultural Revolution,” the cultural
revolution started in May 1966 and ended in October 1976, led by Chairman Zedong Mao of the
Communist Party of China. The main and original purpose of this revolution was to prevent the
restoration of capitalism, to protect the purity of the party, and to seek China’s own path of
building socialism. The reason it is called a “cultural revolution” is that it started from, and
mainly stayed in, the cultural field; yet, unexpectedly, it spread to other fields during its later
years. The Great Cultural Revolution held views against “Large, Foreign, Ancient; Feudalism,
Capitalism and Revisionism” pursuits in cultural fields.20 Unfortunately, the piano artistry was
considered to relate to the meaning of all those words. There was a contemporary slogan “Smash
the Bourgeois and Noble Instrument – Piano,” which made piano a target for people to vent their
hatred.21 Some people believed piano to be made particularly for the bourgeoisie, and it was an

18. ibid.
19. Ni Li, “The Historical Background of the Yellow River Piano Concerto,” Journal of Chifeng University,
vol. 33, no. 6 (June 2012): 137, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
20. Xiaolong Liu, “Sixty Years of Chinese Piano Music, Part Six.” Piano Artistry, no. 9 (September 2009):
25, accessed July 18, CNKI.net.
21. Maochun Liang, “Century Piano Music – The Third Climax of Composing Chinese Music, Part One.”
Piano Artistry, no. 3 (March 2018): 26, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
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entertaining toy for the bourgeoisie; thus, the proletariat did not need the piano, and the piano
department in the conservatory of music should be revoked.22
Based on these extreme viewpoints, the Red Guard started to destroy pianos, using
methods that included smashing instruments and pouring hot water into them. Since the second
half of 1966, all the conservatories of music were required to stop all teaching activities for the
revolution. 23 All the pianos at the music halls and performance centers were locked and sealed
up. The Red Guard did not care if a piano became dusty or broken in a bad environment, because
they felt that the piano deserved to be treated that way since it symbolized the meaning of those
six words above. Consequently, Chinese pianists began to suffer significant difficulties. Students
who were majoring in piano were forced to switch to other instruments, such as accordion.
Pianists and piano teachers were banished to do hard farming work in rural areas, in order to let
them experience the toil of laboring people. As a result, some pianists lost their ability to play the
piano forever because their fingers were injured at work. Some pianists even lost their lives
between 1966-1968.24 Fortunately, most musicians were able to return to their original work
after the revolution ended.
While suppressing the piano artistry, the government started to support the so-called
Model Opera or Revolutionary Opera. The first set of Model Operas appeared in 1967. 25 There

22. Xiaolong Liu, “Sixty Years of Chinese Piano Music, Part Six.” Piano Artistry, no. 9 (September 2009):
25, accessed July 18, CNKI.net.
23. Maochun Liang, “Century Piano Music – The Third Climax of Composing Chinese Music, Part One.”
Piano Artistry, no. 3 (March 2018): 27, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
24. ibid.
25. “Eight Model Operas Performing Together in Beijing,” People’s Daily, 17 June 1967. Last modified
November 12, 2000, http://news.sina.com.cn/c/144484.html.
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were eight significant Model Operas at that time, including one symphony: Shajiabang; two
ballets: The Red Detachment of Women and The White Haired Girl; and five Peking Operas:
Taking Tiger Mountain by Strategy, Raid the White-Tiger Regiment, The Red Lantern, Harbour,
and The Mountain of Cuckoo.26 Among the eight Model Operas before 1970s, one in particular
was able to help change the vitality of the piano artistry, which will be introduced in the next
part.
The Model Operas were mainly produced under the instruction of Qing Jiang, who was
the wife of Chairman Zedong Mao and who was a leading figure in the Great Cultural
Revolution. Because Qing Jiang was an actress prior to that time, she considered herself familiar
with literature and art. Nevertheless, the Model Operas were not real Peking Operas. Instead of
depicting the traditional stories and folk myths, as in Peking Operas, the Model Operas depicted
anti-Japanese stories from the war. Obviously, Qing Jiang used the Model Operas as a political
tool to achieve her political goal. Qing Jiang even set timings for some of their detailed action
and recitation. If the actors and actresses did not adhere to the timing or did not wear the costume
she provided, it was considered “destroying the revolutionary operas,” a serious enough crime to
be considered as counterrevolutionary. 27 During this process, certain artists were still trying to
pursue the art of Peking Opera through the Model Opera. Therefore, the Model Opera was
referred to as “Dancing in Chains,” according to Zhixiang Tan, a researcher in Chinese National
Academy of Arts.28

26. “The Birth and Life of the Eight Model Operas,” China Central Television. Last modified April 3,
2007, http://www.cctv.com/program/chongfang/topic/history/C18096/20070403/103515.shtml.
27. ibid.
28. ibid.
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The ten-year Great Cultural Revolution seriously delayed the economic and cultural
development of China. Many intellectuals, musicians, democratic personages and cadres were
persecuted, some were even put to death. The Red Guard everywhere disturbed the routine
working of government offices and other venues, making a mess of people’s daily lives. To the
present, the Great Cultural Revolution is still a sensitive event in Chinese history; most people do
not feel like talking about it.
1.5. The Composition Process
In May 1967, during the Great Cultural Revolution, the political environment for the
piano artistry began to improve slightly. This change was due largely to Chinese pianist and
composer Chengzong Yin and what he achieved in Tiananmen Square (described below).
Chengzong Yin was the leading figure in the composing team of the Yellow River Piano
Concerto. As mentioned in the introduction, the entire Yellow River Piano Concerto was
composed by a group of composers in 1969, including Chengzong Yin, Wanghua Chu, Lihong
Sheng and Zhuang Liu. (Zhuang Liu is the only woman in the group.) In the next subsection, we
examine Chengzong Yin, what he accomplished in protecting the piano artistry during the Great
Cultural Revolution, and how the idea of the Yellow River Piano Concerto was formed.
1.5.1. Chengzong Yin and the Idea of the Yellow River Piano Concerto
Chinese pianist and composer Chengzong Yin was born in 1941 on Kulangsu island,
Xiamen City, Fujian Province, which is located in southern China. According to Yin’s personal
statement, he did not receive any professional piano training until he was twelve years old.
However, Kulangsu island was a foreign concession, with thirteen foreign consulates; thus, Yin
also studied in missionary schools when he was young. As a result, he listened to much church

11

music and was influenced by western music since the time of his youth.29 In 1954, Yin was
granted a chance to study in the Affiliated Middle School of Shanghai Conservatory of Music.
Later, he studied abroad at The Rimsky-Korsakov St. Petersburg State Conservatory in 1960
(which was called Leningrad Conservatory in the Soviet Union at that time). However, Yin was
ordered to return by the Chinese government in 1963 instead of remaining in St. Petersburg until
1965 to finish his original course of study.30 The government transferred him to study at the
China Central Conservatory of Music. In 1965, Yin was required to work as a pianist for the
Central Philharmonic Orchestra.31
After the Great Cultural Revolution started in 1966, Yin began to have a difficult time as
a pianist and because of his previous study-abroad experience. But Yin did not give up easily; he
was eager to find a viable means for rescuing the piano artistry. According to Yin’s personal
statement, he thought there were three steps that would help rescue the art from its poor political
situation. First, the art must emerge as a special medium that would be easy for the audience to
accept, such as Peking Opera. Second, the art requires a significant signature work that would be
remembered by audiences. Third, the art needs a robust solo repertoire.32 Based on those three
steps, Yin tried to compose a small number of revolutionary works, but he was not successful for
various reasons. Eventually, in May 1967, Chengzong Yin moved a piano to Tiananmen Square
with the help of the Red Guard from the Affiliated Middle School of Tsinghua University. There,
29. Jing Li, “Yin Chengzong – The Revolutionary Age of Piano I Have Experienced.” Northern Music, no.
11 (November 2007): 22, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
30. ibid.
31. Xiaolong Liu, “Sixty Years of Chinese Piano Music, Part Six.” Piano Artistry, no. 9 (September 2009):
26, accessed July 18, CNKI.net.
32. ibid., 14-15.

12

he played the piano for three days. 33 During those three days, Yin performed familiar
revolutionary songs for the crowds. Some people wanted to hear the Model Opera, so Yin chose
a section from the Model Opera Shajiabang and played it on the piano. His performance was
welcomed significantly by the crowds.34 From that moment, Yin realized that Chinese people
need the piano, and that the piano can be used as an instrument for the revolution. Accordingly,
he decided to use piano as accompaniment for the Model Opera. Soon after, Yin went to study
Peking Opera in-depth from professional actors and actresses, and also started to compose the
piano accompaniment for the Model Opera The Red Lantern.35
In October 1967, the premiere of the piano accompaniment for The Red Lantern caused a
sensation, and it was recorded subsequently by the China Gramophone Records Association. In
June 1968, Yin was given access to meet with the leaders of the central authority, who
recognized his work for The Red Lantern, and decided to let him perform for the celebration of
the 47th anniversary of the Communist Party of China on July 1, 1968.36 Later, Yin received a
positive evaluation from Chairman Zedong Mao and other party leaders for his performance of
The Red Lantern, which symbolized a new life for the piano artistry in China. Thanks to
Chengzong Yin, the political and social situation of the piano artistry in China during the Great
Cultural Revolution improved dramatically.
In the previous section, we noted Qing Jiang’s role in the Great Cultural Revolution. She
was also the person who proposed the initial idea for the Yellow River Piano Concerto and who

33. ibid., 26.
34. ibid.
35. ibid.
36. ibid.
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was later responsible for admitting the composition to the canon. In November 1964, Qing Jiang
said: “Piano is a very expressive instrument, but there are no popular repertoires for the Chinese
audiences so far. Chinese people could not understand Liszt’s and other western piano
repertoires; if the piano repertoires are in the familiar materials for the Chinese people, such as
the Peking Opera, the Yellow River Cantata and Ode to the Motherland, then the Chinese people
would understand.”37 Her words were recorded by Lian Chen, who was a music theory student
from the China Central Conservatory of Music. Subsequently, Lian Chen had the opportunity to
meet Qing Jiang in person. In October 1968, composers Chengzong Yin and Wanghua Chu
visited Lian Chen at the China Central Conservatory of Music and acquired this information and
further details of that visit from her. Later, Chengzong Yin wrote to Qing Jiang, suggesting the
transcription of the Yellow River Cantata to the Yellow River Piano Concerto. The feedback
from Qing Jiang was as follows: “Very good, but only the tune of the Yellow River Cantata can
be remained, not the texts.”38 From that moment, the idea of the Yellow River Piano Concerto
was confirmed by the leaders of the central authority, and, under the guidance of Qing Jiang, the
composition process began presently.
1.5.2. The Birth of a Collective Work
The composing team was formed officially on February 7, 1969. Chengzong Yin was
appointed to be the leader of the group. The composing team also included pianists Wanghua
Chu, Feixing Xu, Shucheng Shi, and composer Mingxin Du. 39 At that time, Wanghua Chu was a

37. ibid.
38. ibid., 27.
39. Fang Pu, “Review of the History of the Yellow River Piano Concerto.” Journal of the Central
Conservatory of Music, no. 4 (October 1999): 71, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
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piano teacher in the China Central Conservatory of Music. He was also working on piano
pedagogical material. Feixing Xu was Yin’s student and a piano accompanist at the China
Central Philharmonic Orchestra, so he mainly worked as an assistant of the composing team,
attending the discussion occasionally. Shucheng Shi was assigned to be the soloist of group B.
Due to political reasons, he did not remain as a member of the composing team or travel later
with the others to experience the Yellow River in person. Nevertheless, he visited the composing
team frequently and even attended the discussion occasionally. 40
Soon after the composing team was formed, they made a collective trip to Tianjin to visit
composer Shen Wang, who was previously one of Sinn Sing Hoi’s students in the Lu Xun
Academy of Arts in Yan’an. 41 This visit helped the team learn more authoritatively about the
background of the Yellow River Cantata. At that time, conductor Delun Li also went to Tianjin
with the composing team. Delun Li was the conductor of China Central Philharmonic Orchestra,
and he conducted the Yellow River Piano Concerto at the premiere. However, before the
composing team started to compose the first movement, composer Mingxin Du was assigned by
the government to revise the ballet The Red Detachment of Women. So, when Du had to leave
the team, he recommended Lihong Sheng to join instead. Lihong Sheng was a composition
teacher at the China Central Conservatory of Music, and he was particularly good at
orchestration. Besides being the oldest member in the composing team, Sheng was also a
communist, which would help the team politically. 42

40. Wanghua Chu, “How Did the Yellow River Piano Concerto Originate?” People’s Music, no. 5 (May
1995): 6, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
41. ibid., 5-6.
42. ibid., 6.
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At the beginning of April 1969, the composing team left for the Ji county in Shanxi
province. Ji county is a small and rustic location on the east river bank of the middle section of
the Yellow River. The Hukou Falls of the Yellow River is just a few kilometers from the Ji
county. According to Wanghua Chu’s personal experience, they could already hear the blooming
sound of the Hukou Falls when they were getting close. When they were near to the falls, it was
hard for them to hear each other’s voices.43 The spectacular scenery of the Hukou Falls inspired
the composing team very much. Besides the Ji County, the composing team also travelled to a
town called Jundu, the name of which means “the place where the Red Army went across the
Yellow River during the War of Resistance against Japanese Aggression.” The town was an
important strategic post at the border of Shanxi province and Shaanxi province. The composing
team also had the opportunity to talk the boatmen, getting to know their life and work during the
war.44 After visiting the Hukou Falls and Jundu, the composing team’s last stop was at the
Dragon Gate of Jin County, Shanxi province. 45 Here is where the water of the Yellow River
becomes calm and broad. The beautiful scenery affected the entire composing team greatly
(Figure 1.246).
According to Shucheng Shi’s memory, the composing team was working and living in a
three-bedroom apartment. Lihong Sheng and Wanghua Chu each had a bedroom, and the bigger

43. ibid.
44. ibid., 4.
45. ibid.
46 The photo in Figure 1.2 is provided by composer Wanghua Chu. It was taken in April 1969, when the
composing team went to the Hukou Falls at Ji county, Shanxi province. The first one from the right in the front row
is Wanghua Chu. And the first one from the right in the back row is Chengzong Yin.
Maochun Liang, “20th Century Piano Music – The Third Climax of Composing Chinese Music, Part One.”
Piano Artistry, no. 3 (March 2018): 30, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
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bedroom was the work room, which had two pianos, one desk and one couch. As the leader of
the composing team, Yin was in charge of making decisions. However, if everybody could not
agree on certain details, Yin had to report to Qing Jiang and ask her for a decision. Lihong Sheng
took care of all the orchestration, while Wanghua Chu managed the manuscript’s calligraphy.
Chu also had to work as a secretary. He drafted and copied letters for Yin, reporting regularly to
Qing Jiang on the progress of the composing team. 47 The team conducted the process of
composing the concerto in a different way from other instrumental works. A proposal in written
words had to be completed for every part of the concerto before the actual notes were written
down, as a requirement from the government.48

Figure 1.2. The Composing Team at Hukou Falls, April 1969

47. Shucheng Shi, “The Creation and Revision of the Yellow River Piano Concerto,” Music Lover, no. 5
(October 1998): 77, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
48. Fang Pu, “Review of the History of the Yellow River Piano Concerto.” Journal of the Central
Conservatory of Music, no. 4 (October 1999): 72, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
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At the beginning of summer 1969, the first draft of the Yellow River Piano Concerto was
completed. The first movement used sonata-allegro form according to the typical western
classical concerto form. During the initial performance, Chengzong Yin was the soloist and
Wanghua Chu played the second piano. The judges were conductor Delun Li, composers
Liangkun Yan and Mingxin Du, as well as the principal players of each instrumental section in
the China Central Philharmonic Orchestra. After listening to the entire work, conductor Delun Li
suggested to “break the western frame and reconsider the entire form, because the sonata-allegro
form seems too hard for regular Chinese people to understand and accept.”49 Thus, the process of
composing restarted in August, following Delun Li’s suggestions. In September, Chengzong Yin
invited female composer Zhuang Liu to join the composing team, while Zhuang Liu was still
working on the revolution of Peking Opera.50 Liu worked efficiently and brought forward some
new ideas for the musical structure as a whole. She also had to help the team with their routine of
required political study. Thus, Chengzong Yin, Wanghua Chu, Lihong Sheng and Zhuang Liu
each oversaw some part of the process, but they discussed and composed together. A group of
people composing a concerto together is potentially a difficult concept for people to understand,
but that method was probably the most efficient way under the special circumstance of the Great
Cultural Revolution. There is no doubt that the composing team had experienced extreme
political pressure during the composing process (Figure 1.3).51

49. Wanghua Chu, “How Did the Yellow River Piano Concerto Originate?” People’s Music, no. 5 (May
1995): 6, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
50. ibid.
51. This picture is provided by composer Zhuang Liu. It is a photo of the composing team. Front row from
the left: Lihong Sheng, Wanghua Chu, Chengzong Yin, Zhuang Liu. Back row from the left: Feixing Xu, Shucheng
Shi.
Maochun Liang, “20th Century Piano Music – The Third Climax of Composing Chinese Music, Part One.”
Piano Artistry, no. 3 (March 2018): 30, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
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Figure 1.3. The Complete Composing Team
The most significant political ideas in the concerto appear in the last movement, when the
process of its composition was at a point of being nearly finished. As Qing Jiang required, the
concerto must be completed by New Year’s Day of 1970. Thus, the composing team submitted
the recording on December 25, 1969. On the very next day, Qing Jiang called for a meeting to
discuss the music and pointed out the “wrong route” of the composing team. Qing Jiang
instructed the team that the music should depict Chairman Zedong Mao and the Communist
Party of China during the war. She clearly indicated to add The East Is Red to the concerto, in
order to praise Chairman Zedong Mao and the party. Later, Qing Jiang also asked the composing
team to add The Internationale to the concerto, according to an audience’s suggestion, in order to
highlight the concept: “carry out the world revolution till its victory.” 52 Eventually, the
composing team inserted both melodies at the end of the concerto’s fourth movement. As
Chengzong Yin thought, the addition of those two melodies did not work well logically, but it

52. Shucheng Shi, “The Creation and Revision of the Yellow River Piano Concerto,” Music Lover, no. 5
(October 1998): 77, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
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sounded good and was smooth in context. These insertions were also where Shucheng Shi raised
objections in later years.
Moreover, Qing Jiang sent a figure, Huiyong Yu, from the party leadership to “help” the
composing team. 53 Yu asked the composing team to change the arpeggio-style accompaniment to
the Chinese style, imitating the Chinese zither. He also added Chinese bamboo flute to the
beginning of the third movement, modified for the northern Shaanxi style. Then Yu added a
cadenza at the beginning of the first movement to depict the torrent of the Yellow River. At last,
the test-premiere and recording session began on Janurary 3, 1970. After many instances of
revising and editing, the final recording was submitted on Janurary 25, 1970, and it was
approved by Qing Jiang. 54 Thus, the Yellow River Piano Concerto was allowed to be premiered
on February 4 for the leaders of the central authority in the Great Hall of the People.
1.6. The Premiere and Reception
On the day of the premiere, Chengzong Yin was the soloist, and Delun Li conducted the
China Central Philharmonic Orchestra. Wanghua Chu was asked to create and display an
overhead projection of the structure of the concerto with a subtitled explanation during its
performance. Qing Jiang sent a huge photograph of Chairman Zedong Mao in Yan’an to hang
above the stage.55 While performing, the stage lights raised the room temperature, and the drum
head of one of the timpani suddenly cracked because of the high heat. The loud sound scared
everybody, but it did not stop the performance. After the music ended, the audience was thrilled

53. ibid.
54. ibid.
55. ibid.
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and gave a warm ovation. Premier Enlai Zhou raised his arm and shouted twice “Sing Hoi is
resurgent!”56
The current version of the Yellow River Piano Concerto finally had the “right route” and
a clear theme. Further, it became Qing Jiang’s own political achievement and a political tool for
her career. The official appearance of the Yellow River Piano Concerto to the public was in April
1970. Qing Jiang decided to expose this concerto to the world during the China Export
Commodities Fair in Guangzhou. At the Guangzhou Friendship Theatre, the huge photograph of
Chairman Zedong Mao was displayed above the stage again. 57
After that performance, the fame of the Yellow River Piano Concerto started to spread
around the world. It was among Chinese composers’ most important attempts in the
nationalization of western music during the time of the revolution. It is also the vehicle by which
Chinese musicians saved the piano artistry during that critical period of time. After the Yellow
River Piano Concerto, Chinese composers started to transcribe more music from traditional
Chinese instruments to piano. They also borrowed certain old folk melodies directly into their
compositions. The Chinese piano repertoires were still generally short, but they had positive
tunes and clear titles. Chinese piano music either depicted beautiful scenery or a laboring scene,
or was cast in the style of folk music, which was considered easy for audience to understand. The
Yellow River Piano Concerto served as a valuable model at that time. Of course, it is a very
political work, but the music itself is also quite affective. Even though the Great Cultural
Revolution ultimately failed, and Qing Jiang was eventually sent to jail, the world still

56. Wanghua Chu, “How Did the Yellow River Piano Concerto Originate?” People’s Music, no. 5 (May
1995): 8, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
57. ibid.
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remembers and welcomes performances of the Yellow River Piano Concerto today. It is the most
popular and familiar large Chinese piano and orchestral composition in recent decades.
1.7. The Banning and the Dispute
According to Chengzong Yin’s memory, from its premiere to the end of the Great
Cultural Revolution in 1976, Yin had performed the Yellow River Piano Concerto at least sixhundred to seven-hundred times around the world. Among those performances, the recording of
Chengzong Yin and the Philadelphia Orchestra from 1973 to 1974 was the most widely issued. 58
However, the Yellow River Piano Concerto is a representative and political work from the Great
Cultural Revolution; thus, it has certain historical limitations. Soon after the Great Cultural
Revolution ended in 1976, the Yellow River Piano Concerto disappeared from the stage for
almost a decade. Chengzong Yin was also isolated and banned from performing until 1980.
Later, Yin had to leave for the United States to continue his piano career in order to abandon a
career that was associated with the Great Cultural Revolution in China. 59
After banning the Yellow River Piano Concerto for such an extended time, the
government and various musicians wanted to resuscitate it in 1987, in order to “preserve” the
work. At that time, Feixing Xu and Chengzong Yin had moved to the United States, and
Wanghua Chu had moved to the Australia. Conductor Delun Li called Lihong Sheng, Zhuang
Liu, and Shucheng Shi for a meeting to revise the work.60 In Shucheng Shi’s revision, The East

58. Maochun Liang, “Century Piano Music – The Third Climax of Composing Chinese Music, Part One.”
Piano Artistry, no. 3 (March 2018): 32, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
59. Xiaolong Liu, “An Interview with Yin Chengzong at New Year,” Piano Artistry, no. 8 (August 2010):
15-16, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI. net.
60. Shucheng Shi, “The Creation and Revision of the Yellow River Piano Concerto,” Music Lover, no. 5
(October 1998): 77, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
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Is Red was replaced by Sinn Sing Hoi’s original melody We saw the River Bank, which also
appeared in the first movement of the concerto. Shi also completely deleted The Internationale
from the fourth movement. With Lihong Sheng’s help, Shi also reduced some of the
orchestration. According to Shi’s personal statement, Feixing Xu agreed with him very much
after hearing his new recording, but he did not grow accustomed to the new version until
performing it many times later. From that moment on, Shi only performed his revised edition of
the Yellow River Piano Concerto on stage.61 On the other hand, composer Mingxin Du also had
his own revised edition. 62 In Du’s edition, he used the theme from the second movement, “Ode
to the Yellow River,” to replace The East Is Red and The Internationale. However, Du’s edition
was not as influential as Shi’s edition for unknown reasons. 63 The newly revised editions are all
called “net editions” in China, because they endeavor to change and remove Qing Jiang’s
political influence from the concerto. However, those editions disregard the fact that the entire
idea of the Yellow River Piano Concerto came from Qing Jiang and Chengzong Yin during the
Great Cultural Revolution; so, the concerto will never be as “clean and pure” as those musicians
intend. For Chengzong Yin and Wanghua Chu, the newly revised editions were not necessary.
Chengzong Yin believed that political prejudice should not be applied to music. Yin also thought
that The East Is Red is a significant part of Chinese history, and its inclusion is indispensable in
the Yellow River Piano Concerto. It should not be deleted even if we were to perform the work

61. ibid., 78.
62. Fang Pu, “Review of the History of the Yellow River Piano Concerto.” Journal of the Central
Conservatory of Music, no. 4 (October 1999): 76, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
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in Taiwan. 64 Wanghua Chu believed it is best that music not be related to politics, and he
disagreed with the notion of using politics to judge the success or failure of music. 65
After the newly revised editions were recorded by various recording companies, a dispute
concerning the different editions began in 1995. Moreover, since the concerto was written by
four composers during certain period of time, the ownership of the concerto’s copyright also
became a problem. On October 29, 1995, Chengzong Yin’s declaration indicated: “First, the
official members of the composing team were Chengzong Yin, Wanghua Chu, Lihong Sheng
and Zhuang Liu; thus those four composers own the copyright. Second, the premiere
performance of 1970 is the official edition on the Yellow River Piano Concerto, which contains
the melodies of The East Is Red and The Internationale. It is inappropriate to revise the concerto
without the four composers’ permissions.” 66 Besides that declaration, Chengzong Yin had
already claimed ownership of the copyright of the Yellow River Piano Concerto in the United
States in 1984, in order for himself to acquire the score and perform the concerto worldwide with
various orchestras.67
Nevertheless, a month after Yin’s declaration, the China Central Philharmonic Orchestra
published another declaration.
First, due to the political circumstances, the composer’s name of the Yellow River Piano
Concerto should be listed as “A Collective Work of China Central Philharmonic
64. Qiuhong Wang, “The Style and Approach of Yin Chengzong’s Piano Composition,” The New Voice of
Yue-Fu: The Academic Periodical of Shenyang Conservatory of Music, no. 4 (October 2016): 138, accessed July 18,
2018, CNKI.net.
65. Fang Pu, “Review of the History of the Yellow River Piano Concerto.” Journal of the Central
Conservatory of Music, no. 4 (October 1999): 76, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
66. Xiaolong Liu, “Sixty Years of Chinese Piano Music, Part Six.” Piano Artistry, no. 9 (September 2009):
28-29, accessed July 18, CNKI.net.
67. ibid., 13.
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Orchestra.” Second, the copyright of the Yellow River Piano Concerto should belong to
the China Central Philharmonic Orchestra. Third, China Central Philharmonic Orchestra
owns the right to publish, revise and preserve the concerto. Fourth, it was inappropriate
for Chengzong Yin to exclude Feixing Xu and Shucheng Shi from the composing team.
Fifth, we cannot accept Chengzong Yin’s ignorance of the newly revised editions. Sixth,
we own the right to continue revising the concerto.68
After the two declarations, some Chinese musicians and music critics also joined the dispute
with different voices, but those voices did not cause much influence. In 1996, the China National
Symphony Orchestra was founded, based on the dissolution and reorganization of the China
Central Philharmonic Orchestra. Thus, the dispute never reached a clear agreement. In 2000, the
People's Music Publishing House of China published the full score and piano score of the Yellow
River Piano Concerto, based on the 1970 edition, which is currently the most widely played and
used edition. In this official edition, the composers’ names are listed as Chengzong Yin,
Wanghua Chu, Lihong Sheng, and Zhuang Liu.69 This is also the edition that will be used for the
analysis of the music throughout the subsequent discussion in this monograph.
Among the artistic works from the Great Cultural Revolution, the Yellow River Piano
Concerto is representative and significant, and it remains the most popular. This concerto
demonstrates an explorative attempt by Chinese musicians to nationalize music. It also reflects
the development of the piano artistry in China during this turbulent time. Even though it is
political, it allows the world to become acquainted with China, Sinn Sing Hoi, and his Yellow
River Cantata. The historical events of the Great Cultural Revolution have ended, but,
fortunately, the Yellow River Piano Concerto remains active on stage as an ambassador between
China and the world.
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CHAPTER 2. ANALYSIS
Whereas the form of the Yellow River Piano Concerto blends aspects of a western piano
concerto with elements of the Yellow River Cantata, it should be noted that the concerto’s
structure derives firstly from that of the cantata. However, for a pianist who is preparing a
performance of the work, a broad knowledge of its organization and musical language is
necessary, including its eastern aspects—its relation to the cantata and its narrative design—as
well as its indebtedness to traditional western musical language and form. After exploring the
historical background of the Yellow River Piano Concerto in the previous chapter, this chapter
analyzes the concerto thoroughly from the perspectives of form, motive, theme, harmony,
structural cadence, cadenza, and the like.
As basic information of the Yellow River Piano Concerto, the orchestration is listed
below: Piccolo, Chinese bamboo flute, 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons, 4 French horns,
2 trumpets, 3 trombones, timpani, triangle, Chinese cymbal, harp, Chinese lute, violin, viola,
cello, and double bass.
2.1. The Entire Formal Design of the Yellow River Piano Concerto
As two representative pieces of Chinese music, the Yellow River Piano Concerto and its
seminal work, Yellow River Cantata, are very much related in terms of musical content. This
relation is also indicated by the formal design of the Yellow River Piano Concerto. There are
nine movements in the Yellow River Cantata, while there are four movements in the Yellow
River Piano Concerto. Table 2.1 shows how the concerto’s composing team modified the
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movements of the Yellow River Cantata to make it a new work.70 According to Table 2.1, not
every movement of the cantata is used in the concerto. The composing team used the original
titles of movements for the first, second, and fourth movements. The “Ballad of the Yellow
River” and “Lament to the Yellow River” are combined to form the third movement of the
concerto, under a new title “Wrath of the Yellow River.” In this manner, “Defend the Yellow
River” and “Roar, the Yellow River” are combined as the fourth / last movement of the concerto,
under the original title “Defend the Yellow River.” Thus, the entire formal design of the Yellow
River Piano Concerto relies on the order of the musical contents in the Yellow River Cantata.
The composing team excluded and combined materials from the cantata as needed, but they did
not change the basic order of the musical contents. The composing team showed their respect to
the sequence of the events in the text, and also compressed the nine-movement cantata to a fourmovement concerto.
Furthermore, the four-movement design of the Yellow River Piano Concerto differs from
the design of a traditional classical concerto. Conventionally, the classical concerto has a threemovement structure: fast-slow-fast, according to the tempo markings. However, the tempo
markings of the four movements in the Yellow River Piano Concerto are in the order of Allegro
molto agitato, Adagio maestoso, Andantino grazioso and Allegro, which basically fall into the
fast-slow-fast frame, but not exactly. For example, it has four movements instead of three. The
variation of the traditional concerto structure shows the composing team’s efforts in learning
from the west, but also in “breaking the western frame” at the same time.

70. Runjing Zhou, “Contrast of the Piano Concerto the Yellow River and the Yellow River Cantata”
Yinshan Academic Journal, vol. 16, no. 5 (September 2003): 24-25, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
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Table 2.1. Comparison of the Yellow River Cantata and the Yellow River Piano Concerto
Movements of the Yellow River Cantata
Overture
Yellow River Boatman’s Song
Ode to the Yellow River
Yellow River's Water Moves Out of
Heaven
Ballad of the Yellow River
Responsorial Singing By the Yellow
River
Lament to the Yellow River
Defend the Yellow River
Roar, the Yellow River

Movements of the Yellow River Piano
Concerto
Not included.
First movement of the concerto, under
the same title.
Second movement of the concerto,
under the same title.
Not included.
Third movement of the concerto, under
the title “Wrath of the Yellow River.”
Not included
Third movement of the concerto, under
the title “Wrath of the Yellow River.”
Fourth movement of the concerto, under
the same title.
Fourth movement of the concerto, under
the title “Defend the Yellow River.”

Formally, the four-movement design of the Yellow River Piano Concerto is regarded as
“the four steps in the composition of an essay,” which includes the following: opening,
developing, changing, and concluding. 71 This method was originated from Deji Fan’s Style of the
Poetry in Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368). It indicates the method of writing poems and essays.
Along the history, it was adapted as a musical form by the Chinese folk music gradually. The
opening step usually states the entire theme; consequently, the developing step varies or repeats
the theme to consolidate it. Next, the changing step takes the theme in another direction, it is the
most unstable part among the four steps. In the end, the concluding step serves as the coda for
the entire work. In the case of the Yellow River Piano Concerto, each movement corresponds

71. Jiafang Dai, “Analysis of the Yellow River Piano Concerto, Part One.” Art of Music: Journal of
Shanghai Conservatory of Music, no. 4 (October 2004): 45, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
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with the four steps above in order. The first movement “Yellow River Boatman’s Song” starts
the concerto with the theme related to the Yellow River. And the second movement “Ode to the
Yellow River” consolidates the theme from the first movement, telling why the Yellow River is
so important to Chinese people. The third movement “Wrath of the Yellow River” continues the
theme from the second movement and also shifts the mood of the music by describing what
happened to the Yellow River now because of the war. It shows the changing step. As a result,
the fourth movement “Defend the Yellow River” provides a solution to save the lives of
Chinese’s people and the Yellow River to conclude the concerto. Therefore, the composing team
combined the Chinese and western methods together according to the original musical contents.
And the entire formal design of the Yellow River Piano Concerto is a nationalization of the
traditional western concerto form.
2.2. “Yellow River Boatman’s Song”
The first movement, “Yellow River Boatman’s Song,” is in D major and is 113 measures
long. The materials of this movement are derived completely from the same movement in the
Yellow River Cantata. It depicts the boatman’s fight with the surge of the Yellow River,
symbolizing Chinese people’s enduring and tenacious will to fight against Japanese invasion.
This movement contains nine sections, including two cadenzas. The entire movement is
essentially in a fast idiom. The tempo, Allegro molto agitato, ranges throughout the movement
from a minimum tempo of ♩ = 52 to a maximum of ♩ = 168. The meter likewise varies among
2/4, 3/4, and 4/4, except for the cadenzas, which are freely metered (ad libitum) passages. Tables
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2.2a and 2.2b present a diagram of the movement, 72 summarizing this information. The form is
episodic, like a rondo, with recurring A material separated by contrasting materials: B, C and D.
Table 2.2. Form of “Yellow River Boatman’s Song”: (a) Beginning, (b) Conclusion
(a)
Structure
Figure

A
calling and
rushing
boatman’s
work song

Cadenza1
surge of
the
Yellow
River

B
firm
boatman’s
work song

Tonality

D major

D major

D major

Tempo
Time
Signature
Measure

168
3/4,
2/4
1-15

168
free
(ad lib.)
16

66
2/4

A1
boatman
fights
against
the
Yellow
River
D major

152
3/4,
2/4
25-38

17-24

B+C
determined
and
positive
boatman’s
work song
D major,
B minor,
C major,
E minor,
G major
88-144
2/4
39-74

(b)
Structure
Figure

A2
boatman fights
against the Yellow
River

Tonality

B minor,
D major
152
3/4

Tempo
Time
Signature
Measure

75-82

Cadenza2
get over the
turbulent and
treacherous part of
the Yellow River
D major

D
extending (relax)

A3
continue to
fight

D major

D major

152
free
(ad lib.)
83

52
4/4

144
2/4
3/4
93-113

84-92

72. Jiafang Dai, “Analysis of the Yellow River Piano Concerto, Part One.” Art of Music: Journal of
Shanghai Conservatory of Music, no. 4 (October 2004): 41, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
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The first movement starts with the introduction played by the orchestra. It is 15 measures
long. It begins not on the tonic of D major, but on its dominant, A. This harmony is expanded by
a short progression, ii6-V. Of note, the time signature changes between 3/4 and 2/4 from m. 7 to
m. 12, as indicated in Figure 2.1. With the time signature of 2/4 from m. 8 to m. 11, the
syncopated accents appear on the second beat of each measure. With the return of 3/4 in m. 12,
the first significant chromaticism of the piece occurs. The bass presents B-flat, over which
appears an enharmonic viio4/2. The B-flat is borrowed from D minor, which is the parallel minor
key of D major. It resolves in the bass to the pitch A and a root-position dominant triad, in
manner similar to a Phrygian half cadence. This half-step resolution, B-flat to A, becomes a
significant motive in the bass throughout the concerto. In particular, this motive pulls the
listener’s attention to the upcoming cadence and cadenza.
The orchestra presents two short motives that appear later throughout the movement in
both the piano and orchestral parts. The first motive has two measures, marked by a green
rectangle in Figure 2.1. Its first presence is in mm. 2-3; then the same melody is repeated in mm.
4-5 with a different harmony. Both phrases have the pitch E as their high point, marked by red
circles in Figure 2.1. When the motive repeats later in mm. 12-13, the motive has the pitch G as
its high point, marked by a red circle in Figure 2.1. Thus, the motion of the high point in mm. 2-5
is from E to G. This motive is also played by the brass instruments in the orchestra, imitating the
wind howling above the Yellow River. Here, it is called the “wind” motive.
The second motive appears at m. 6, marked by a pink rectangle in Figure 2.1. This motive
is repeated, transposed, and varied throughout the entire movement. It is the significant
“boatman’s song” motive, consisting of the upper-neighbor figure D-E-D. Its transposition on the
dominant is A-B-A appears syncopated from m. 8 to m. 11 in Figure 2.1. Distinct from the
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pictographic depiction of the “wind” motive, the “boatman’s song” motive is very rhythmic,
imitating the rhythm of the term “boating” in Chinese, which is “hua yo (划哟).” The rhythm of
this motive consists of two sixteenth notes followed by an eighth note. The two sixteenth notes
stand for “hua,” which means boating; and the single eighth note stands for “yo,” which is a
modal particle. The idea of the “boatman’s song” motive derives from the Yellow River Cantata.
It appears here in the introduction in order to foreshadow the formal entrance of the piano part at
m. 17 in Figure 2.2.

Figure 2.1. First Movement: mm. 1-14
Figure 2.2 displays the start of the B section. The downbeat of m. 17 presents the
resolution of all this introductory tension with the appearance of the principal theme of the
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movement and the presence of D-major harmony. The head motive of the theme contains both
the melodic and rhythmic “boatman’s song” motives, which were foreshadowed in the
introduction. The “boatman’s song” motive is expanded here, however, to include the
neighboring figure around the dominant pitch: A-B-A. These two neighboring figures form
together four of the five notes of the pentatonic collection D, E, F-sharp, A, and B.
From m. 17 to m. 24 appears the repetition of the firm boatman’s work song. In these
eight measures, the short rhythmic “boatman’s song” motive and its expansion form together a
complete theme, which first appears in mm. 17-18 in Figure 2.2. This pentatonic theme repeats
four times in total. The second beat always receives the accent in the first measure of each
repetition of the pentatonic theme, in order to signify the motive.
Moreover, the responsorial style of the theme appears precisely as the boatmen typically
sing it. In the first measure of the theme, the solo piano plays the rhythmic motive, which is
marked by a pink rectangle in Figure 2.2. Then, at the second measure, the piano and the
orchestra play the harmonized melody together. During this measure, each melodic note of the
piano part is marked with a tenuto sign, and the orchestra plays block chords to provide
harmonic support to the melodic notes. In the style of Chinese boatman’s work song, it is called:
“one leads and everybody answer.” 73 The singing is led by a single boatman and accompanied by
the rest of the boatmen, in order to unify their laboring action and rhythm. In this theme, the first
measure, which features the solo piano, stands for the leading boatman’s singing, and the
measure of the piano and the orchestra together symbolizes the collective boatmen’s answering.

73. Jiafang Dai, “Analysis of the Yellow River Piano Concerto, Part One.” Art of Music: Journal of
Shanghai Conservatory of Music, no. 4 (October 2004): 40, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
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Figure 2.2. First Movement: mm. 17-24

Figure 2.3. First Movement: mm. 25-30
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After the first occurrence of the theme, the A1 section comes back, depicting the
boatman’s fight against the Yellow River. It brings together many of the elements that have
appeared in the movement so far, and it subjects them to various transformational techniques. As
shown in Figure 2.3, the orchestral accompaniment in mm. 25-28 transposes the “boatman’s
song” motive to E-F#-E, completing the D major pentatonic collection discussed above in terms
of these figures. This transposed figure, however, appears above the harmonies V 6/V and V,
giving emphasis to the dominant, as in the cadenza. At this point, the “wind” motive returns in
the piano part in mm. 25-28. The “wind” motive in mm. 25-26 resembles its original motion in
mm. 2-3, marked by a green rectangle in Figure 2.3. As before, the high point of the motive is
also the pitch E, marked by a red circle in Figure 2.3. Then, the “wind” motive is varied to take
on an arpeggiated style, which carries the high point to the pitch B-flat in m. 27, marked by a red
circle in Figure 2.3. Thus, the motion of the high point of the “wind” motive here is from E to Bflat, while the motion of the high point in the introduction is from E merely to G. This new
zenith propels the music and lifts its mood.
The dominant harmony resolves in m. 28, where the “wind” motive concludes. The
“boatman’s song” motive passes from the orchestra to the piano in m. 29. Here, it returns to its
original D-E-D transposition, in place of the E-F#-E figure noted earlier. The repetition and
variation of this motive is always in a two-measure phrase until the theme recurs at m. 39. From
m. 31 to m. 34, the syncopated accents arrive on the second beats of the measures again, as in
mm. 8-11.
The B+C section in mm. 39-74 serves as the most developmental section of the first
movement. In particular, it is the section that contains the furthest-distant tonalities from the
original tonic key. It also contains material that contrasts with the principal theme, although this
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material still has strong motivic connections to the earlier sections. Starting from m. 39, the B+C
section contains four subsections. The first subsection is a repetition of the previous B section at
m. 17. The composing team merely added more octaves and block chords here to reinforce the
sound. The second subsection is a transition that lasts four measures, from m. 47 to m. 50 in
Figure 2.4. It introduces the rhythmic feature of the upcoming C section, marked in Figure 2.4.
The transition is also derived from the “boatman’s song motive.” The second beat of the measure
is accented as in the theme, but the first beat of the measure changes to an upbeat with an eighthnote rest. The upbeat beginning pushes the music forward to the C section, where the
modulations occur.
From m. 51 to m. 66, the third subsection starts in B minor and modulates to E minor and
C major. In particular, a new theme begins in m. 51 (seen in Figure 2.4), which is in the style of
Peking Opera. It is in the key of B minor, the relative minor of the original tonic. As I mentioned
in Chapter 1, composer Chengzong Yin studied Peking Opera thoroughly when he composed
The Red Lantern. He believed that Peking Opera was a vehicle for preserving the vitality of the
piano artistry in China. Thus, Chengzong Yin used Peking-Opera-related elements—as in this
passage—in the Yellow River Piano Concerto. The rhythm from m. 51 to m. 58 in Figure 2.4 is
typical of the style of percussion in Peking Opera: very energetic and inspiring. The rhythmic
pattern repeats exactly from m. 59 to m. 66, but the tonality modulates to C major and ultimately
to E minor. The key of C major is the first key area in the movement that is distantly related to
the original tonic. Further, the melodies from m. 51 to m. 66 remain in the pentatonic mode. In
mm. 55-58 and mm. 63-66, the orchestra repeats the material of the piano part in unison, which
is also in the singing style of the Peking Opera.
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Figure 2.4. First Movement: mm. 46-60
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(a)

Figure 2.5. First Movement: (a) mm. 75-82, (b) mm. 83-84
(figure cont’d.)
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(b)
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From m. 67 to m. 74, the upbeat motive returns, and the music begins to accelerate while
the tessitura of the melody rises. In m. 67, a transition—as the fourth subsection in the B+C
section—begins with G-major harmony. This harmony serves as a pivot chord between the key
of C major, in which it is dominant, and D major, in which it is subdominant. However, the Dmajor tonality is never confirmed by a strong arrival. Rather, a new section, called A2, begins in
m. 75, as seen in Figure 2.5a.
In the A2 section, the orchestra plays the transposed “boatman’s song” motive in the
background while also presenting the harmonic progression. Here, the “boatman’s song” motive
is moved up by one step, changing from D-E-D to E-F#-E, which indicates that the mood of
music is also rising. Meanwhile, the composing team used a variation of the “wind” motive in
the piano part to push the music to its climax. In mm. 81-82 presents a cadenza-like passage in
the piano part, which is conspicuous by its frequent arpeggios and consecutive octaves.
As shown in Figure 2.5a, the A2 section interrupts the previous section’s drive to a
cadence, and it also serves as a retransition. Beginning on the dominant V4/3 of B minor in m. 75,
the tonality moves to the dominant of D major in m. 81 through a descending chromatic bass
line. In particular, the harmony just prior to the arrival on V is a French augmented-sixth chord
in m. 80. It contains B-flat in the bass, recalling the earlier presence of that bass note in m. 12.
Then, on reaching A major in m. 81, the pitch B-flat is transferred to the upper voices, creating a
dominant minor-ninth chord in m. 82. This chord is highly dissonant and creates considerable
harmonic tension.
The tension does not resolve on the next downbeat. Instead, a cadenza begins on the
downbeat of m. 83, marked fff, shown in Figure 2.5b. This entire section prolongs dominant
harmony. It serves to show off the pianist’s virtuosity, following m. 81 and m. 82. Cadenza2
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consists of three short subsections. The first is comprised of descending repeated-chord figures,
depicting the spectacular Hukou Waterfalls of the Yellow River. The composing team used the
consecutive chords in both hands to make the music sound vast. Several of these chords retain
the B-flat minor ninth. The second subsection omits the B-flat and presents ascending and
descending arpeggiated figures, imitating the surge of the Yellow River. In particular, the accent
on the high note of the arpeggios in each group creates a musical image of water’s waves. The
final subsection reverses the direction of the previous descending chords. Now the chords, as
first-inversion triads, ascend in parallel motion over two octaves from V 6 to viiº6. According to
the form analysis in Table 2.2b, after fighting against the Yellow River in A2 section, the
boatman finally overcomes the turbulent and treacherous portion of the Yellow River. This is the
reason why the Cadenza2 is meant to be big, loud, and brilliant with salient chords and arpeggios.
Curiously, Cadenza2 is foremost among passages in the concerto that music critics
worldwide have described as being derivative. They cite certain passages as being obvious
imitations of Sergei Rachmaninoff, Pyotr Tchaikovsky, Franz Liszt and Frederic Chopin, such as
the excerpt in m. 83, seen in Figure 2.5. Ultimately, composers Chengzong Yin and Wanghua
Chu both admitted the imitation and claimed it as a historical limitation. Chu also said that was
the best they could do considering their compositional and personal experiences. 74
After the brilliant climax in m. 83, the subsequent D section is very placid and graceful.
All the tension of the previous three sections finally resolves at the arrival of m. 84 (see Figure
2.5b). Harmonically, the music returns to the original tonic, D major, in root position. The

74. Wanghua Chu, “Perform the Yellow River Piano Concerto, and Transcend it,” Piano Artistry, no. 8
(August 2013): 9, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
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material of the D section is pentatonic and completely new, having nothing to do with the
previous motives. However, the music still derives from the Yellow River Cantata. The new
material depicts the broad Yellow River and the beautiful scenery along the Yellow River. It also
reflects the Chinese people’s yearning for peace and happiness. The melodic stability of this
theme resolves the feeling of instability that was present in the previous sections, which did not
feature noticeable themes. The lyrics in the cantata associated with this material begin with “We
Saw the River Bank.” As I mentioned in Chapter 1, this is also the material composer Shucheng
Shi used to replace The East is Red in the fourth movement of the concerto in the late 1980s.
As a slow passage (♩ = 52) in an otherwise fast movement, the material in the D section
shifts the mood of the music to a relaxed and broad character. However, it is too short when
compared to the other, more fervid materials of the first movement. At m. 84, seen in Figure
2.5b, the orchestra presents the new material first, which lasts for four measures until m. 87 (in
Figure 2.6). Each measure consists of one phrase, and the phrases are connected and continuous.
In contrast, in the Yellow River Cantata, each corresponding segment is separated by a phrase of
orchestral interlude, mainly to allow the singers to take a breath and rest. In the Yellow River
Piano Concerto, those interludes are omitted for better coherence.
On the other hand, in mm. 84-87, the harp in the orchestra plays the harmonic arpeggios
to support the melodies and give a musical image of flowing water. Sometimes the harp is
substituted by the Chinese lute, which has a higher and more sparkling sound than the harp. As
for the melody, Chinese bamboo flute is also added to double the melody in some cases. After
the orchestra plays the new material, the piano presents it again in mm. 88-91 (Figure 2.6). The
piano part uses broken chords and arpeggios underneath the melody in the top voice, imitating
the sparkling water of the Yellow River. Meanwhile, the orchestra incorporates syncopated
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harmonies to support the lyrical melody, creating a swinging and relaxing mood in the
background.

Figure 2.6. First Movement: mm. 85-91
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The D section concludes in m. 92 with a glissando from the pitch A, which is the
dominant of D. From m. 93, in Figure 2.7, the final section of the first movement commences.
As marked in Table 2.2b, the A3 section is a march, depicting the boatman’s concluding fight
against the Yellow River. Harmonically, the bass begins a chromatic descent in m. 96, similar to
the passage in m. 75, which includes the same French augmented-sixth chord prior to the arrival
on the dominant in m. 100 (Figure 2.7). This harmony is prolonged while the piano part plays a
brief cadenza. The root-position tonic D-major harmony returns in m. 104, seen in Figure 2.8.
Along with this harmonic return, the “boatman’s song” motive also recurs in m. 104. Further, the
syncopated second-beat accents also return in m. 106, as in Figure 2.8. At m. 112 and m. 113 in
Figure 2.8, the “boatman’s song” motive ends the entire first movement noticeably by appearing
in the top voice of the chord progression I-V7-I. Further, the A3 section consists entirely of short
phrases: each phrase only lasts two measures. The rhythmic pattern is basically a repetition of the
“boatman’s song” motive.
Our analysis of the first movement, “Yellow River Boatman’s Song,” reveals the
structural outline of the movement: A-Cadenza1-B-A1-B+C-A2-Cadenza2-D-A3. According to the
historical analysis in Chapter 1, the composers were forced to “break the western frame,” so they
had to depart from the sonata-allegro form design they had originally intended. Thus, using a
modified rondo form to replace the sonata-allegro form seems very practical and reasonable.
Aside from the two extra cadenzas, the rondo form is structured carefully. The functioning of the
cadenzas in this movement will be discussed later in section 2.6.
2.3. “Ode to the Yellow River”
The second movement, “Ode to the Yellow River,” serves as the concerto’s slow
movement. The tempo increases only gradually throughout the movement from ♩ = 50 at the
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beginning to ♩ = 88 at the end. It is in B-flat major throughout, a chromatic submediant key
relation to the tonic D major of the first movement and of the concerto as a whole. As with the
first movement, the second movement corresponds to the movement with same title, “Ode to the

Figure 2.7. First Movement: mm. 92-103
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Figure 2.8. First Movement: mm. 104-113
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Yellow River,” in the Yellow River Cantata. It possesses a modified binary structure AB, with
varied repeats, an introduction, and a coda, as shown in Table 2.3.75
Table 2.3. Form of “Ode to the Yellow River”
Structure
Figure

Intro
recall
the
history

A (a)
ruminate
(and
recall…)

A (b)
sigh
with
motion

B (c)
warm
praise

B (d)
the grand
Yellow
River

Coda
the
Yellow
River
goes
away

Tonality

B♭
major

B♭ major

B♭
major

B♭
major

B♭ major

B♭ major

Tempo

50

63

broaden 69

88

Time
Signature
Measure

4/4, 3/4

4/4, 3/4

Più
Mosso
3/4, 2/4

4/4, 2/4

4/4, 2/4

3/4, 4/4

1-15

16-34

35-48

49-59

59-65

66-72

The material of the second movement derives from the Yellow River Cantata, where the
associated lyrics recall the long history of the Yellow River and praise the Yellow River warmly.
The musical language is very affectionate. Thus, the composers transcribed the melody of this
movement wholly from the Yellow River Cantata. However, there are some repetitions of the
phrases in the cantata to fit the repetitions of lyrics, as well as some interludes that allow singers
to breathe and to rest their voices. That extra material in the cantata spreads out the form and
causes it to sound somewhat loose. Thus, the composing team changed the rhythm of the original
melodies and deleted certain interludes in order to achieve better coherence in the Yellow River
Piano Concerto.76 At the same time, the composing team expanded the introduction and the

75. Jiafang Dai, “Analysis of the Yellow River Piano Concerto, Part One.” Art of Music: Journal of
Shanghai Conservatory of Music, no. 4 (October 2004): 41, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
76. Jiafang Dai, “Analysis of the Yellow River Piano Concerto, Part Two.” Art of Music: Journal of
Shanghai Conservatory of Music, no. 2 (April 2005): 16, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
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postlude for the concerto. In the “Ode to the Yellow River” movement from the Yellow River
Cantata, there are four measures each for the introduction and postlude; while in the second
movement of the Yellow River Piano Concerto, the introduction is 15 measures long and the
postlude has 7 measures. In total, there are 92 measures in the “Ode to the Yellow River”
movement of the Yellow River Cantata, while there are 72 measures in the second movement of
the Yellow River Piano Concerto.
One evident example of this modified rhythm is the presence of triplets in hemiolas
throughout the entire movement. Figure 2.9 marks three examples with pink rectangles,
including beats 3-4 at m. 24, beat 3 at m. 26, and beats 2-3 at m. 28. In the original melody of
“Ode to the Yellow River” in the Yellow River Cantata, there are no triplets. The rhythmic
pattern is made of sixteenth-notes, eighth-notes, and syncopations, in order to fit the lyrics and
rhyming scheme. Throughout the second movement of the piano concerto, the use of triplets for
hemiolas in the melody is usually placed at the end of the phrase. The triplets expand the end of
phrases and render the music more pianistic. With the tempo of ♩ = 50 / 63, the frequent
appearance of triplets creates a feeling of swing. It extends and broadens the melody. Further, the
left-hand accompaniment in the piano part is grouped in triplets, while also containing other
polyrhythms. Pianistic changes such as these indicate the composing team’s efforts in imitating
western composers.
The second movement starts with a 15-measure orchestral introduction, as shown in
Figure 2.10. While the other instruments establish a light background with tremolos and
harmonies, the cello plays the main melody in the orchestra, with the viola joining at m. 7 to
double the melody of the cello. The melody’s narrative depicts the long shared history of the
Yellow River and Chinese civilization. At the end of the orchestral introduction, the piano joins
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Figure 2.9. Second Movement: mm. 23-29
in with a transitional phrase, and the main melody arrives at m. 16 (Figure 2.10) with a pickup
from m. 15. The solo piano repeats the melody to the second beat of m. 25, exactly as it was in
the orchestra. The third beat of m. 25 begins to vary and extend the melody until the downbeat of
m. 34. From the third beat of m. 34 to m. 48, we hear a transcription of a new melody that the
orchestra did not have at the beginning. Up to this point, the orchestra maintains soft harmonic
support, occasionally doubling a few melodic notes. Thus, the entire A section is divided to two
parts: A(a) from m. 16 to m. 34, and A(b) from m. 35 to m. 48. A(a) depicts rumination of
history, while A(b) indicates the present time with sigh motives and forward motion. Thus, the
relationship between A(a) and A(b) is progressive.
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As seen in Figure 2.10, the introduction features a particular harmonic design that recurs
throughout the movement: a motion from tonic to mediant harmony. Moreover, the introduction
features a significant element of chromaticism: in mm. 1-2, the mediant chord is D major, not D
minor, as would be diatonic in the key of B-flat major. This D major chord functions as the
secondary dominant of vi, G minor, but it resolves instead to E-flat major, IV. The motion of D
major to E-flat major is thus a deceptive resolution of that secondary dominant. However, what
is more significant about this progression is the half-step voice leading from F-sharp to G. Halfstep motion that involves chromaticism is motivically significant in this movement and
elsewhere in the concerto. For instance, E-natural moves by half step to F in mm. 3-4 and mm. 910. The introduction also features some notable descending half-step motion. The bass in mm.
12-14 descends chromatically from D-natural to D-flat to C. Upon reaching C in the bass,
another instance of E-natural to F appears in the harmony, leading to the dominant V at the half
cadence that concludes the introduction.
As the music continues in A(b), the composing team enriched the melody with octaves
and chords, and they also added some inner voices. The polyrhythm of the left-hand
accompaniment appears here occasionally, such as in m. 37, marked by a pink rectangle in
Figure 2.11. The use of 5-against-2 and 5-against-3 increases the sense of uncertainty in the
music. Moreover, the appearance of sextuplets from m. 45 to m. 48 in the left hand pushes the
music towards the upcoming climax, marked by pink rectangles in Figure 2.12. In summary, the
tempo from the introduction to the end of A(b) section increases steadily, changing from ♩ = 50
to ♩ = 63 to PiùMosso. Further, the triumphant mood of music is reinforced by octaves, chords
and polyrhythms, as well as a process of gradual rhythmic crescendo in the A section. The
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extension and variation of the main melody also create a longing for the climax, which arrives at
m. 49.

Figure 2.10. Second Movement: mm. 1-18
From m. 49 to m. 59, the B(c) section contains the climax of the second movement. It
represents warm praise of the Yellow River. The chordal melody of the climax is indicated with
tenuto signs at m. 49 and m. 50, seen in Figure 2.12. At this point, the orchestra starts to
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Figure 2.11. Second Movement: mm. 37-39
play the main melody with a full sound together with the piano. Meanwhile, the piano part is
busy with the main melody and all the inner voices, consisting of consecutive octaves and
chords. The ample texture of the piano part makes the music sound more resonant and
affectionate. The tempo of this part is not marked separately. Following the allargando
indication in m. 48, the climax in m. 49 preserves the tempo, but adds substantial rubato. The Più
Mosso in m. 54 suggests that the music needs to be pushed forward. Eventually, the main melody
reaches the B-flat major chord at m. 59 and concludes the climactic B(c) section.
The B(d) section has a tempo of ♩ = 69, slightly faster than the A(a) section. This new
section starts from m. 59, which overlaps with the B(c) section by one measure. During that
measure, the sustain pedal of the piano and a portion of the orchestra hold a B-flat major chord.
Meanwhile, a new melody commences from the first upbeat of m. 59, in the uppermost voice of
the chords. The orchestra plays an introductory phrase in the middle voice in m. 59, marked by a
pink rectangle in Figure 2.13. This short phrase prepares for the upcoming quotations in mm. 6061, marked by pink rectangles in Figure 2.14. In fact, the top voice among those chords consists
of the first phrase of the introduction of the Chinese national anthem, March of the Volunteers,
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Figure 2.12. Second Movement: mm. 44-50

Figure 2.13. Second Movement: mm. 57-59
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marked by a pink rectangle in Figure 2.15. In the concerto, the first appearance of the quotation
begins on the tonic of B-flat major in m. 60, whereas it starts on the subdominant of B-flat major
in its second appearance. Therefore, the two quotations prepare for the concluding phrase at the
end of the piano part.
In the orchestra, the quoted phrases are played by French horns and trumpets, as in a
military band. At this point, the melody of the Chinese national anthem stands out prominently
from the entire ensemble. As I mentioned in Chapter 1, the use of quotation here is political.
Whether or not the composing team was required to add those quotations, we can view their
presence as an expression of their patriotism. The quotations are not interruptive; instead, they
are rather enhancing, similar to the stars on the Chinese flag. Musically, they also propel the
music toward the final climax of the second movement.
Ultimately, the piano part concludes with a broad ritardando at m. 64 and m. 65, shown
in Figure 2.14. However, the orchestra continues with brilliance to the postlude, which appears in
a faster tempo: ♩ = 88. As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, this orchestral postlude was
extended from its original 4 measures to 7 measures, seen in Figure 2.16. This change gives the
orchestra more time to conclude the entire movement. The coda depicts the Yellow River’s
receding. At the beginning of this coda, the music is still very dramatic and affectionate with a
dynamic marking of ff at m. 66; it then reduces to f at m. 69. Soon after, the dynamic change
from dim to mp, together with a ritardando in tempo, indicates the disappearance of the music.
Harmonically, the coda recapitulates the harmonic progression from the first A section,
incorporating the minor mediant, D minor, which moves to G minor.
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Overall, the ardent first movement situates the boatman’s fight as an opening, and the
cantabile, story-telling second movement serves as a developmental slow movement in the
concerto. It prepares for the upcoming narratives in the third movement. As such, the “Ode to the
Yellow River” is the essential song-without-words in the Yellow River Piano Concerto.

Figure 2.14. Second Movement: mm. 60-63

Figure 2.15. Chinese National Anthem, March of the Volunteers
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Figure 2.16. Second Movement: mm. 66-72
2.4. “Wrath of the Yellow River”
The third movement, “Wrath of the Yellow River” is formally the least traditional of the
four movements in terms of standard concerto design. It is largely through-composed. According
to Table 2.1, the material of this movement contains the entire “Ballad of the Yellow River,”
including sections A, B, A1, and part of the “Lament to the Yellow River,” including sections C
and D from the Yellow River Cantata. Thus, the first large portion of this movement depicts the
beautiful scenery of the Yellow River and the people’s happy life there; the remainder of the
material depicts the people’s unhappiness and discontent concerning the Japanese invasion and
the war. Table 2.4 is a diagram of the form of the third movement. We can see that the only
material that returns after the introduction is the initial A theme, which appears varied at the end
of the movement. The middle sections, B, C, and D are too long and too distinct to constitute
collectively a middle section of a ternary design. Instead, the movement can best be described as
Introduction-A-B-C-D-A1.
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Table 2.4. Form of “Wrath of the Yellow River”
Structure
Figure

Intro
broad
scenery

Tonality
Tempo

E♭
major
slow

Time
Signature
Measure

D
mournful
reciting
and
complaint
B♭ minor

A1
angry
surge

96

76

4/4, 3/4, 2/4

3/4

2/4

84-107

108-136

137-158

A
happy and
bright
idyllic
scenery
E♭ major

B
grieved (or
sorrowful)
groan

C
agitated
complaint

E♭ major

80

44

B major 
D♭ major
96

free (ad
lib.)

2/4

4/4

1-3

4-56

57-83

E♭ major

Tonally, the technique of modulation helps to make the “Wrath of the Yellow River” the
most dramatic movement in the Yellow River Piano Concerto. This movement is in the key of Eflat major. Like the second movement, this tonic is chromatically related to the tonic of the first
movement (the tonic of the concerto as a whole), D major. E-flat is the Neapolitan (♭II) of that
key. It is also notable that the third movement’s tonic key is only a half-step away from the
original tonic, as the half step has motivic significance throughout the concerto. The other keys
in this movement are B-flat major, B-flat minor, and D-flat major. The first two tonalities are
centered around the dominant of E-flat, B-flat, which is tonally very standard. The key of D-flat,
however, is not traditional, and is quite distantly related to E-flat major. However, it also shares a
half-step relation with the original tonic D major. It balances E-flat’s half step above D with a
half step below.
Chinese national characteristics and Chinese musical images are two significant features
of the third movement. First, various Chinese instruments are used in the orchestration of this
movement. Not like the substituted and brief appearance of the Chinese lute and Chinese flute in
mm. 84-87 in the first movement, the third movement gives those Chinese instruments a
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prominent position to shine. At the beginning, the third movement begins with a typical Chinese
introduction. It presents two main ideas: first is a short solo by the Chinese bamboo flute in mm.
1-2; second is a longer passage for the solo piano at m. 3, shown in Figure 2.17. Both these
subsections are not metered (ad libitum).

Figure 2.17. Third Movement: mm. 1-3
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which gives them a quasi-improvisatory feel, like a cadenza. In fact, the two introductory
measures are in the style of “Xin Tian You,” which is a free and broad singing style of the
Shaanxi local melody. 77 It symbolizes the broad Loess Plateau, through which the Yellow River
flows.
In the first two measures of the orchestral introduction, the melody is played by Chinese
bamboo flute instead of the western flute or piccolo. Figure 2.18 shows a picture of Chinese
bamboo flute. The Chinese bamboo flute is made of bamboo and a super thin rice paper. It has a
sharper and thinner sound than the western flute or piccolo. It is an instrument that Chinese
shepherds and cowherds play often when they herd. The contour of the Chinese bamboo flute
solo in m. 1 and m. 2 is quite varied, and the tune is in the upper-high register. This melody
represents the free singing of birds. As such, it is a typically Chinese method of reflecting the
broad and beautiful scenery of the Loess Plateau.

Figure 2.18. Chinese Bamboo Flute

77. Ming Jin, “The Enlightenment of the Development of the Nationalization of the Chinese Piano Music
during the Great Cultural Revolution.” The New Voice of Yue-Fu: The Academic Periodical of Shenyang
Conservatory of Music, no. 4 (October 2013): 227, accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
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Second, the composing team used piano to imitate the sound of Chinese folk instruments
and to create other vivid musical images. After the two-measure introduction of Chinese bamboo
flute solo, the solo piano part in m. 3 presents consecutive ascending and descending figures that
move in waves in an imitation of water, shown in Figure 2.17. The consecutive ascending-anddescending style is actually an imitation of the Chinese zither’s glissando. Figure 2.19 shows a
picture of a Chinese zither. It is a 21-or 25-stringed plucked instrument. The Chinese zither’s
tone is not intended to disappear after being played. Instead, the sound is often kept resonant by a
variety of methods. One such representative way to play the Chinese zither is glissando, and the
glissando most often imitates the flow of streams, rivers and even waterfalls. The wide range of
the Chinese zither is also shown in the piano introduction at m. 3, which covers six octaves from
B♭2 to B♭3 on the piano. Moreover, the solo passage from m. 1 to m. 3 is entirely pentatonic,
using the E-flat major pentatonic scale: E-flat, F, G, B-flat, C.

Figure 2.19. Chinese Zither
As discussed previously in Chapter 1, the ideas for the use of Chinese bamboo flute and
of imitating the sound of Chinese zither came from Qing Jiang and Huiyong Yu. These ideas
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were a portion of the so-called “help” that came from the leadership to the composing team after
the initial recording was submitted on December 25, 1969. Such political pressure forced the
composers to add these Chinese elements to the music, but it eventually turned out well. The
same political “help” also affected the following the A section (mm. 4-56) after the introduction.

Figure 2.20. Third Movement: mm. 4-17
The A section begins with the theme played by the solo piano, starting from m. 4 in
Figure 2.20. This theme is taken from “Ballad of the Yellow River.” This first presence of the
theme ends at m. 33 on a perfect authentic cadence in E-flat major. This theme is also divided
into two parts, according to the text. The first part of the theme is from m. 4 to m. 17; it is played
by the solo piano. The text in the Yellow River Cantata associated with this music talks about the
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surge of the long Yellow River. The second part of the theme is from m. 18 to m. 34. The
orchestra starts to join the piano here, and to add harmonic accompaniment at m. 18. The
associated text depicts the Chinese people’s building of a dam and growing wheat in the field
along the Yellow River; the food grows well, and people have a happy life. Then, from m. 34 to
m. 56, there is a melodic repetition of the second verse of the text. Throughout the entire A
section, the most significant feature remains the imitation of the Chinese zither. In Figure 2.20,
all the ornamentations are marked by the pink rectangles. These ornamentations correspond to
additional imitations of the Chinese zither. The short ornamentations require certain a granularity
in performance in order to be clear, sparkling and light, similar to little strumming touches on the
Chinese zither.
Chinese folk music is usually linear in style: the melody proceeds horizontally. On the
other hand, the verticalization of harmony is considered exotic. We could see that distinction
previously in the style of the second movement. No matter how the music changed, the
pentatonic melody always had the priority. Similarly, this trait continues in the third movement.
From m. 4 to m.17, most of the harmonic fillings and inner voices are octaves or fifths. The
melodies are played alternately in both hands. For example, left hand has the melody from m. 10
to m. 13 (see Figure 2.20). Further, there are frequent melodic doublings in lieu of harmonic
support.
At m. 34, the orchestra begins to repeat the melody of the second verse. Meanwhile, the
piano part starts to play the accompaniment, which consists of varied pentatonic arpeggios. The
piano part imitates the flowing water of the Yellow River from m. 34 to m. 41, shown in Figure
2.21. The accompaniment here continues the ascending-and-descending style of the cadenza at
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the introduction. Each measure is a short phrase itself. Thus, the piano part creates a musical
image of water as background here.
In conclusion, the entire A section features the use and imitation of Chinese folk
instruments, and it also creates a beautiful musical image of the Yellow River and the people’s

Figure 2.21. Third Movement: mm. 34-39
life there. It prepares for the upcoming dramatic change at m. 57. However, the relevant
historical background needs to be mentioned again here. Regardless of the fact that the addition
of the Chinese folk instruments here was part of the special “help” from Qing Jiang and Huiyong
Yu, there was ultimately no harm in making this movement more political. In the original text,
this is the point at which the Chinese decided to engage in the war with Japan. Therefore, when
the Yellow River Piano Concerto was premiered on February 4, 1970, a special instruction was
given to Wanghua Chu for his overhead-projection display. As I mentioned in Chapter 1, each
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movement has a narrative description that was projected during the performance. The description
for the beginning of the third movement was “The sun shines over the revolutionary base,
everybody lives happily in the revolutionary base;” instead of “depicting the surge of Yellow
River and the people’s happy farming life.”78 From this change in the narrative description, we
can see Qing Jiang’s efforts in promoting the cult of personality of Chairman Zedong Mao and
the Communist Party of China during the Great Cultural Revolution.
The dramatic tragedy begins in the next section, B (mm. 57-83). The melody of this
section is from the third verse of the “Ballad of the Yellow River.” It is the longest and most
tragic verse in this song. The following passage shows the original text in Chinese and the
English translation of that text. From the text, we can apprehend the miserable life of the Chinese
people since the Japanese invasion. That sentiment is precisely what composer Sinn Sing Hoi
and the composing team endeavored to express in music. From m. 57 (Figure 2.22), the music is
in the low register with heavy chords and dark harmonies, appropriately depicting the sorrowful
groans and tragic mood of this section.
自从鬼子来，
百姓遭了殃。
奸淫烧杀，
一片凄凉（凄凉）。
扶老携幼,
四处逃亡（逃亡）。
丢掉了爹娘，
回不了家乡。

Since the Japanese came,
people started to suffer.
Raping, burning and killing,
everywhere is dismal.
Bring along the old people and young children,
escape all around.
Lost parents,
can’t go back to the hometown.

Whereas the B section begins and ends in E-flat major, it also incorporates some of the
most chromatic music of the entire concerto. By m. 60 in Figure 2.22, the mode of the key has

78. Jiafang Dai, “Analysis of the Yellow River Piano Concerto, Part One.” Art of Music: Journal of
Shanghai Conservatory of Music, no. 4 (October 2004): 42, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
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shifted to E-flat minor. The chords from mm. 60-62 are i6-V7/V-♭III/V-V7/V-vi6/V. The final
chord in this progression is a deceptive resolution of the secondary dominant that precedes it.
Another deceptive progression begins the next phrase at m. 63 in Figure 2.22, V/vi-IV6/vi in Eflat major. The modal mixture from m. 60 also reappears in m. 64, where the I 6 harmony moves
immediately to i6, approaching a perfect authentic cadence back in E-flat major at m. 65. And
then, the B section continues in C minor following the cadence, modulating back to E-flat major
in m. 72 in Figure 2.23. However, this E-flat major contains modal mixture, as before. The
harmonies at mm. 73-74 in Figure 2.23 are i6-V/V-V7-I. The harmony at the third and fourth
beats of m. 72 is ii6 in E-flat major, which is a pivot chord; in C minor, this chord should be iv6.
Overall, the use of chromatic chords creates strong conflicts in the music. Additionally, the
borrowing of chords from the minor key also brings a feeling of sadness to the major key. Such
devices of the harmonic change contribute to the preservation of the original meaning of the text.
There is a further musical image created by the piano part in the B section. From m. 66 to
m. 74 (Figure 2.23), we find the repetition of the melody from m. 57 to m. 65 in Figure 2.22.
However, this time the melody is in a higher register. The tremolo in the right hand of the piano
part imitates the performing style of Chinese lute (also called Pi-pa), shown in Figure 2.24. The
tremolo also depicts a poor woman’s sobbing by the Yellow River; she is crying because she was
insulted by Japanese soldiers according to the background of the text.79 The Chinese lute is a
plucked four-string instrument, and it sounds thinner, higher and clearer than the Chinese zither.
Tremolo is one of three representative performing styles on the Chinese lute. The tremolo is
actually produced by finger circulation on one string, starting from the index finger and returning

79. Jiafang Dai, “Analysis of the Yellow River Piano Concerto, Part Two.” Art of Music: Journal of
Shanghai Conservatory of Music, no. 2 (April 2005): 17, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
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to the thumb, always on one long note or a few consecutive notes. In the right hand of the piano
part from m. 66 to m. 74 in Figure 2.23, each melodic note has a tremolo, following the
traditional manner in which Chinese lute is played. Thus, the entire melody is trembling,
depicting the sobbing woman by the Yellow River.

Figure 2.22. Third Movement: mm. 56-65

66

Figure 2.23. Third Movement: mm. 66-77
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Figure 2.24. Chinese Lute (Pi-pa)
Immediately following the imitation of Chinese lute in the piano, the instrument itself is
used in the orchestra from m. 75 to m. 78 (Figures 2.23 and 2.25). The rhythm and pentatonic
melody from m. 75 to m. 81 is typical of Peking Opera.80 At this point, a Chinese lutist plucks
the strings in staccato, as is the style in Peking Opera. Since the tempo gets faster in this
subsection, the staccato style, pentatonic melody and dotted rhythm of the Chinese lute drive the
music forward, making it sound even more characteristically Chinese. As I mentioned earlier in
Chapter 1, composer Chengzong Yin had studied Peking Opera intensely, so he was well
familiar with the style of Peking Opera. Because of the severe political circumstances at that
time, his connecting the piano artistry to Peking Opera was an effective way of freeing it from
political repression. In this way, Peking Opera had a predominant role in the development of

80. Liu Ye, “An Interview with Chengzong Yin,” Piano Artistry, no. 3 (March 2014): 6, accessed July 18,
2018, CNKI.net.
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Chinese piano music. 81 It is therefore no wonder that elements of Peking Opera are used in this
piano concerto more than once. Another occurrence of the style of Peking Opera appears in the
first movement, as I mentioned in the discussion earlier. Overall, this incorporation of music
typical of Peking Opera shows the process of nationalizing piano music in China.

Figure 2.25. Third Movement: mm. 78-83

Figure 2.26. Third Movement: mm. 84-89
81. Ming Jin, “The Enlightenment of the Development of the Nationalization of the Chinese Piano Music
during the Great Cultural Revolution.” The New Voice of Yue-Fu: The Academic Periodical of Shenyang
Conservatory of Music, no. 4 (October 2013): 227, accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
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During the subsection that relates to Peking Opera, the key modulates from A-flat major
to B major (seen in m. 79 in Figure 2.25). Here, the music starts to crescendo and allargando to
the dynamic level of ff. After a foreshadowing groan, the agitated complaint of the C section
commences in m. 84, as shown in Figure 2.26. The material of C section is part of the “Lament
to the Yellow River” from the Yellow River Cantata. The entire C section is mainly played by
the solo piano. The role of the orchestra in the C section is subordinate. In fact, it only plays
three measures, from m. 91 to m. 93 in Figure 2.27. Throughout those measures, the orchestra
has the melody, which is a continuation of the melody of the solo piano. Now, however, the
piano plays arpeggios as background accompaniment. Again, the shape of the arpeggios depicts
the surge of the Yellow River. Here the piano part assists in preparing for the contrasting mood
of its upcoming ff solo. From m. 91 to m. 93, we can see the imitation of Frederic Chopin’s
Etude in C Minor, op. 25, no. 12. Figure 2.28 shows the initial part of that etude. The composing
team imitated Chopin’s style of organizing the arpeggios, but they changed the sixteenth-note
rhythm of Chopin’s etude to the irregular rhythm of mm. 91-93. The irregular subdivisions
within the arpeggios increases the difficulty and brilliance of this passage.
After the orchestral melody, the solo piano returns at m. 94. The solo piano here sounds
similar to a recitative prior to an aria, and a sense of anxious speaking and crying can be inferred
from the chordal melodies and polyrhythm in the piano part. At m. 102, the octaves in the left
hand together with the chords in the right hand push the music forward by ritenuto and
accelerando to the climactic sff at m. 103, shown in Figure 2.29. Here, the agitated complaint has
finally burst forth, depicting the poor woman’s wail at its highest point. It is one of the most
dramatic and affectionate points in the third movement.
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*
Figure 2.27. Third Movement: mm. 90-93

Figure 2.28. Chopin, Etude in C Minor, op. 25, no. 12: mm. 1-5
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The harmonies in mm. 102-103 are non-functional, shown in Figure 2.29. Essentially,
these two measures prolong a single chord: a fully diminished-seventh chord E-G-B♭-D♭, in
second inversion. However, this fully diminished-seventh chord does not resolve as a leadingtone diminished seventh. Instead, the harmony resolves via a common tone. The pitch B-flat is a
member of the diminished-seventh chord, as well as being a member of the E-flat minor chord in
m. 104. Thus, the harmony in mm. 102-103 is a common-tone diminished-seventh chord. After
the climax at m. 103, the melody continues but begins to subside. Here, the E-flat minor
harmony serves as ii6 in the following progression in D♭ major (mm. 104-106): ii6-V-I.
The entire C section (mm. 84-107) continues the chromaticism of the previous section
and also involves the first significant modulations of the movement. The keys of A-flat major
(mm. 75-78), B major (mm. 85-87), G-sharp minor (mm. 88-90), and ultimately D-flat major
(mm. 91-107) all appear in or just prior to this section. The keys of B major and G-sharp major
are enharmonically equivalent to C-flat major and A-flat minor, respectively, which are more
logical here given the tonal context. A-flat major is the dominant of the D-flat major to which the
whole section is headed, and the (enharmonic) C-flat major and A-flat minor are then borrowed
from the parallel minor key, continuing the pattern of modal mixture from earlier in the
movement. C-flat major and A-flat minor are also relative major and minor keys of each other.
Drawing on the device of relative major and minor keys, the subsequent D section is in the key
of B-flat minor, which is the relative minor of the D-flat major key that ended the previous
section at mm. 106-107.
The D section encompasses mm. 108-136. It is the first major section of the concerto to
be cast in a minor key, reflecting the sad nature of the piece’s narrative at that moment. It
continues the material from the previous C section, which is also derived from the “Lament to
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the Yellow River” in the Yellow River Cantata. At the beginning of this section, the agitated
complaint from the previous section becomes a mournful

Figure 2.29. Third Movement: mm. 102-111
reciting. According to the text of the Yellow River Cantata, it is the moment the poor woman
utters her last words before throwing herself into the Yellow River. From m. 108 in Figure 2.29,
the accompaniment begins a lament bass, descending from B-flat through A-flat, G, G-flat, and
F. As the music proceeds, a brief tonicizations of D-flat major appears in m. 115, but it, too,
turns to the minor mode, D-flat minor, by m. 119 before returning to B-flat minor by m. 122. At
m. 117, the music reaches it second peak, wherein the poor woman finally throws herself into the
Yellow River. This second peak is higher than the previous one at mm. 102-103. In terms of the
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narrative here, the conflict between Chinese people and Japanese army has reached its most
poignant stage.
The subsection from m. 117 to m. 125 contributes to the climax’s dramatic and drastic
character. There are six phrases in the right hand. The first and third short phrases in m. 117 and
m. 119 are higher than the second and fourth phrases in m. 118 and m. 120, shown in Figure
2.30. This alternation sounds like a dialogue among various voices, which represents the fact that
all Chinese people were furious about the Japanese invasion. Then, the following two longer
phrases (mm. 121-123 and mm. 124-125) present the voices in unison, symbolizing their
common resolve. Meanwhile, the irregular rhythm of the chromatic accompaniment in the left
hand from m. 117 to m. 120 adds color to the dramatic conflict and increases the uncertainty of
the music.

Figure 2.30. Third Movement: mm. 116-121
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Figure 2.31. Third Movement: mm. 125-126
The unison passage concludes with a fermata at m. 125 in Figure 2.31. A brief cadenza
over the dominant V7, which resolves deceptively to D-flat major in m. 126, heightens the
conflict between these two keys. It also delays the arrival of the final recitation from m. 126 to
m. 129. At m. 130, the melody finally appears in the piano part in a chordal style with multiple
inner voices. The orchestra begins to double the melody of the piano part and plays additional
supportive harmonies to reinforce the texture. At mm. 135-136 (Figure 2.32), the D section ends
with a transition back to the dominant of the original key of E-flat major. This transition
advances the music to the final climax of the third movement, which occurs in the subsequent A1
section.
The final section, A1, restates the opening melody in E-flat major. However, the dynamic
is completely different from its initial appearance: whereas the first A section was generally
quiet, this section begins ff, and it continues that loud dynamic almost until the end of the
movement. As the climax of the third movement, this section depicts the angry surge of the
Yellow River, foreshadowing the upcoming movement: “Defend the Yellow River.” In this
section, the orchestra finally receives the main melody, and the piano part plays arpeggios as
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accompaniment. The dynamics and range of the piano part always match closely those of the
orchestra. For instance, the arpeggio of the piano part covers three octaves when the dynamic of
the orchestra is f at mm. 137-140 and mm. 145-150; meanwhile, the dynamic of the piano part is
ff. When the dynamic of the orchestra decreases to mf at mm. 141-144, the arpeggio of the piano
part only covers two octaves and its dynamic is also mf. During this passage, the arpeggio of the
piano part imitates the drastic surge of the Yellow River, which differs significantly from the
depiction of the broadness of the Yellow River in the first A section. This musical image also
reflects the period of turbulence during the war.

Figure 2.32. Third Movement: mm. 134-139
76

The final section is mainly diatonic within the tonic key. At m. 143, an instance of
chromaticism appears that consists merely of a single secondary dominant, V/V. However, at the
very moment the dynamic decreases to f in m. 151 in Figure 2.33, the chromatic pitch C-flat
appears as a part of a half-diminished seventh chord. This harmony recalls the minor modal
mixture from earlier in the movement. From m. 151, the final subsection of the A1 section
begins, as shown in Figure 2.33. Here, the piano resumes the theme, which is the extension of the
previous main melody, and the orchestra merely provides harmonic support until the end. The
last several measures from m. 155 in Figure 2.33 continue the decreasing dynamic level, and a
diminuendo brings the movement to a p close. This subsection depicts the Yellow River as it
flows away and disappears from sight. It resembles a sigh with motion, which is appropriate,
considering the situation of Chinese people during the war to which the text of the cantata
alludes.
From the above analysis, we conclude that overall function of the third movement is
“changing,” which is the third step in “the four steps in the composition of an essay.” At first, it
continues the development of the second movement; then it undergoes a dramatic change – the
conflict between Chinese people and the Japanese invasion, following the text. The composing
team combined “Ballad of the Yellow River” and “Lament to the Yellow River” from the Yellow
River Cantata and created the current movement: “Wrath of the Yellow River.” This experiment
rendered the third movement the most dramatic movement in the concerto. It displays fully a
successful combination of Chinese elements and western composing skills.
2.5. “Defend the Yellow River”
At 382 measures in total, the fourth movement, “Defend the Yellow River,” is
substantially the longest in the concerto. The material of this movement is mainly from the song

77

Figure 2.33. Third Movement: mm. 149-158
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“Defend the Yellow River,” from the Yellow River Cantata. A contrasting melody from the
cantata, “Roar, Yellow River,” only appears at beginning of the movement. 82 As its last two
songs, “Defend the Yellow River” and “Roar, Yellow River” serve to push the entire cantata to
its final climax. Appropriately, the song “Defend the Yellow River” from the Yellow River
Cantata is one of the best-known songs in China. It is still frequently performed by all manner of
choruses at important political events and social activities. The popularity of the song “Defend
the Yellow River” also caused the fourth movement of the Yellow River Piano Concerto to
become its most famous movement.
Besides its being the most famous and longest movement in this concerto, the fourth
movement is also the most tonally developed. For instance, it is the only movement that begins
and ends in different keys, C major and D major, respectively. Formally, however, it is not the
most complex of the movements. The following Tables 2.5a and 2.5b show the formal design of
the fourth movement. The form is essentially a theme-and-variations design. The theme is taken
from the melody of the song “Defend the Yellow River.” Aside from the introduction in mm. 110 and the coda in mm. 368-379, the only section that is neither a statement of the theme nor one
of its five variations is the section in mm. 304-327, which interpolates the melody of The East is
Red. Its presence here propels the music to the climax of the entire concerto prior to the return of
the “Defend the Yellow River” theme in its final variation. Consequently, the addition of The
Internationale in the final variation continues the climax to the imposing coda.
The introduction of the fourth movement is in the key of C major, but it never presents a
root-position tonic chord. At the beginning, the orchestra presents an incomplete measure with a

82. Jiafang Dai, “Analysis of the Yellow River Piano Concerto, Part One.” Art of Music: Journal of
Shanghai Conservatory of Music, no. 4 (October 2004): 43, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
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tremolo in the strings and timpani, projecting a second inversion C-major chord over the
dominant in the bass. At mm. 1-2 in Figure 2.34, the pink rectangles mark the first presence of
the melody of “Roar, Yellow River.” This melody is played by French horn, trumpet and
trombone. Those brass instruments represent the army’s bugle, calling people to join the war and
to defend the Yellow River. Here, the melody of “Roar, Yellow River” is in C major.
Table 2.5. Form of “Defend the Yellow River”: (a) Beginning, (b) Conclusion
(a)
Structure
Figure

Tonality

Tempo
Time
Signature
Measure

Intro
calling to
defend and
Roar,
Yellow
River
C major

A
Defend the
Yellow River

A: Var. I
expansion
of army

A: Var. III
fierce battle

152-176
2/4, 3/4

A: Var. II
first
appearance of
the fighting
scene during
the war
B♭ majorC majorF major
176
2/4

A major

D major-

132
4/4

176
2/4, 3/4

1-10

10-133

134-181

182-217

218-247

F major

176
2/4

(b)
Structure

A: Var. IV

Figure

battle turns
white-hot

Tonality

D majorG♭ majorA♭ majorB♭ majorG minor
176-160
4/4, 2/4
248-303

Tempo
Time Signature
Measure

Inserting
Part B
The East
is Red

A: Var. V

Coda
march forward
courageously

D major

defend the
Yellow River
and The
Internationale
D major

112
2/2
304-327

176
2/4
328-367

176-168-138
1/2
368-382
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D major

Figure 2.34. Fourth Movement: mm. 1-7

Figure 2.35. Fourth Movement: mm. 1-4
On the third beats of mm. 1-2, the timpani plays the dominant pitch G with the rhythmic pattern
of the “boatman’s song” motive (see Figure 2.35), while the flute, oboe and clarinet play an
ascending scale. The marcato sign on this short motive makes the timpani stand out from the rest
of the background. The ascending scales in the high register imitate the sound of the wind. All of
these figures recall the boatman’s song from the first movement.
At mm. 3-6, the green rectangle in Figure 2.34 indicates the introduction of the melody of
The East is Red. It is the not yet the official presence of the melody, but it may be considered as
a foreshadowing of that later, significant moment, which will be inserted after section A:
Variation IV. This melody is played in unison by the orchestra, showing the importance of The
East is Red at its first appearance. The orchestral music ends abruptly on the downbeat of m. 7,
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and the solo piano follows immediately with a cadenza. The cadenza consists of consecutive
octaves in unison and in alternate hands. It begins in C major, but it modulates to E major, the
dominant key of A major, the key in which the introduction concludes and the A section begins.

Figure 2.36. Fourth Movement: mm. 10-19
The A section commences with the melody of “Roar, Yellow River” at m.10. This is the
second presence of this melody, played here again by the orchestra. The melody is in A major
this time, and it lasts for six measures (mm. 10-15), marked by the pink rectangles in Figure
2.36. The transitional melody and tremolo in mm. 16-19 function overall to prepare for the
arrival of the main theme at m. 20. The theme itself is a march, which presents the song “Defend
the Yellow River” in its entirety. The melody appears four times in the A section: the first and
second times in the solo piano in mm. 20-50 and mm. 51-72; the third in the orchestra in mm.
73-94; and fourth in the solo piano and orchestra canonically in mm. 95-133. The original song
contains 16 phrases with text. Among the four instances of the theme in the A section, the second
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and third occurrences do not include the melody of the final six phrases of text, while the first
and fourth display the song completely.
The A section is marked as Presto, ♩ = 176, which is fast for a march. From m. 20, the
theme is also marked as Animoso, which sets the mood for the A section. In the first occurrence
of the theme, the right hand of the piano part has the melody, which is mainly played in octaves
and chords. Meanwhile, the left hand presents consecutive descending octaves as
accompaniment, giving the feeling of moving forward. Every grouping of octaves into fours
constitutes a measure, and they are all diatonic in A major. Figure 2.37 marks the left hand of the
piano with pink rectangles. Curiously, some music critics have said the left hand of this section is
an obvious imitation of the left hand in Frederic Chopin’s Polonaise in A-flat Major, op. 53,83
shown with pink rectangles in Figure 2.38.
The first complete presentation of the song “Defend of the Yellow River” ends at m. 50.
It covers all sixteen phrases, and the melody is carried entirely by the piano part, while the
orchestra only plays supportive harmonies. The melody from m. 42 to m. 50 consists of the
phrases that the second and third repetition of the theme do not include, shown in Figure 2.39. At
m. 51, the second presence of the theme commences in the piano part, but the texture of the
piano part becomes more linear: it changes from octaves and chords to single notes, marked by a
pink rectangle in Figure 2.39. The left-hand accompaniment changes to staccato single quarter

83. Maochun Liang, “Century Piano Music – The Third Climax of Composing Chinese Music, Part One.”
Piano Artistry, no. 3 (March 2018): 32, accessed July 18, 2018, CNKI.net.
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Figure 2.37. Fourth Movement: mm. 20-29

Figure 2.38. Chopin, Polonaise in A-flat Major, op. 53: mm. 89-97
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notes, as well, which depicts the army’s marching forward to war. If the first occurrence of the
theme represents the singing of the chorus, the second presence represents only a solo voice. The
dynamic design also matches the decreasing texture of the melody. In the second statement of the
theme at m. 51, the orchestra has pp, and the piano continues to play p from m. 50, whereas in
the initial presentation of the theme at m. 20, the dynamic level of both orchestra and the piano
was f.
The soft dynamic continues from the second occurrence of the theme to its third
appearance, which starts from m. 73 with a dynamic of mp. It sounds like the singing of a
different single voice. Here, the orchestra takes the theme the first time, marked by a pink
rectangle in Figure 2.40. Both the orchestra and piano maintain the linear texture of the previous
material. The sempre staccato consecutive eighth notes in the piano part depict the fast motion of
the army. Compared to the left-hand accompaniment at the second occurrence of the theme, the
rate of the eighth notes here is significantly faster than the earlier quarter-note marching pace. As
the music proceeds, the single note accompaniment in the piano part changes to octaves in mm.
87-93, preparing for the upcoming mf theme. However, the orchestral melody remains a single
voice throughout the third occurrence of the theme.
The fourth presentation of the theme in the A section arrives in m. 95. The textures of
both piano and orchestra become fuller here, but still not equal to the richness of the first
statement of the theme. However, from m. 95 to m. 111, a significant new development occurs:
the theme is played by both orchestra and piano in the manner of a canon. Canon is a
contrapuntal piece of music in which a melody in one voice (or part) is imitated exactly
throughout, note for note, by one or more other voices. Those other voices normally begin after
the first voice and overlap with it. Thus, the melody of the piano part here is imitated canonically
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by the orchestra in the next measure. Figure 2.41 shows the imitation; the melody of the piano
part is marked by green rectangles, and the orchestral melody is marked by purple rectangles.

Figure 2.39. Fourth Movement: mm. 40-53

Figure 2.40. Fourth Movement: mm. 72-77
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During the imitation, the melody of the piano part is harmonized, while the melody of the
orchestra consists of a single voice. The canonic treatment of the theme concludes at m. 111,
where the eighth phrase of the theme ends. Nevertheless, this is not the midpoint of the song
according to the text. Subsequently, the piano part takes over the theme from m. 112 to m. 126.
The role of the orchestra weakens here until m. 126. The concluding melodies from the song in
the piano part are slightly varied from the original melody after m. 117 through the addition of a
few transitional measures. The orchestra finally takes over the theme at m. 126 and turns it into a
transitional section over the dominant bass of D major, which pushes the music towards the first
variation of the theme in D major.
The first variation, mm. 134-181, restates the “Defend the Yellow River” theme
completely in D major, the tonic of the first movement and of the concerto as a whole. It is a
little slower and broader than the previous section. The tempo changes from ♩ = 176 to ♩ = 152 in
the first variation, and it is also marked as Marziale at the beginning. This variation depicts the
expansion of the army; as such, it continues in the style of a march. The textures of both the
piano and orchestra parts become much fuller at this time. Both the left and right hands of the
piano part present the chordal melody. The orchestra imitates the melody of the piano part at the
time interval of one measure, as in the canonic passage in mm. 95-111 in the previous
subsection. Figure 2.42 shows the beginning of the section A: Variation I. The canon is marked
in the figure by green and purple rectangles. It starts from m. 134 at the beginning of the
variation and ends at m. 159, after the first ten phrases in the text. From m. 160 to m. 165, the
orchestra plays the accompaniment again, adding rhythmic and harmonic support only on the
accented second beats of each measure.

87

Figure 2.41. Fourth Movement: mm. 90-101
The seventeen measures from m. 165 to m. 181 are as same as the seventeen measures
from m. 117 to m. 133. Both sections contain the melody of “Defend the Yellow River,” and
their functions are transitional interludes. Mm. 117-133 is in A major, while mm. 165-181 is in D
major; but they share the same dominant pedal of D major at mm. 126-133 and mm. 172-181. On
the other hand, the transitional interlude in mm. 117-133 is mainly played by the piano, while
mm. 165-181 is played by the orchestra itself. Meanwhile, mm. 165-181 returns to the fast
tempo, ♩ = 176, corresponding to the original theme. By examining the detailed similarities and
differences between these subsections, we can observe the switching of roles between the piano
and the orchestra.
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Figure 2.42. Fourth Movement: mm. 134-139
The next variation (mm. 182-217) starts in B-flat major, which is prepared by its own
dominant. It has no new tempo mark, so it continues ♩ = 176 from the previous variation. This
variation starts with the orchestra, which has the melody of the theme throughout while the piano
plays the accompaniment. During the interlude of the orchestra, the duration of the notes in the
theme are expanded, marked by the pink rectangles in mm. 186-188 and mm. 192-193 (Figure
2.43). This portion of the melody is played by the French horn, which again imitates the bugle of
the army. Soon after the French horn, the flute and the first violin begin playing the “wind”
motive, which derives from the first movement of the concerto. Two occurrences of the “wind”
motive are marked by yellow rectangles in Figure 2.43. Again, the “wind” motive here imitates
the howling wind. Meanwhile, the second violin, viola and cello play a bouncing dottedrhythmic pattern as accompaniment, which imitates the clop of horses’ hooves. As a result, the
howling wind, army bugle, and clop of horses’ hooves comprise a musical image of a fighting
scene from the war.
The dynamic is still generally soft in the second variation. In Figure 2.43, the French horn
has mp for the theme, and the flute and first violin have pp for the “wind” motive. The piano part
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takes over the variation of the “wind” motive in mm. 198-213. The dynamic marking here is
merely pp. The orchestra continues the rhythmic pattern associated with the clop of horses’
hooves; it presents the varied theme with a dynamic marking of p in mm. 198-213. The music
only begins to crescendo in the last a few measures of this subsection to prepare for the
upcoming ff in the third variation. Tonally, the second variation modulates from B-flat major to
C major when the piano comes in at m. 198; then it modulates to F major.

Figure 2.43. Fourth Movement: mm. 182-197
The third variation starts at m. 218 and maintains the F major tonality from the previous
variation. It also holds the same tempo, ♩ = 176. However, the rhythmic change of the theme in
this variation is significant. This variation displays the entire song, but it changes every beat of
the melody to a dotted rhythm. Figure 2.44 shows the varied theme with the dotted rhythm. In
fact, the dotted rhythm derives from the previous variation, where the orchestra imitates the clop
of horses’ hooves in mm. 182-197. Here, the consecutive dotted rhythm has the same effect. In
this variation, the piano part takes the theme by itself, and the orchestra plays consecutive
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sixteenth notes without stopping for twenty measures from m. 218 to m. 238. The figure of the
sixteenth notes is derived from the left hand of the piano part in mm. 20-31 in the A section; it

Figure 2.44. Fourth Movement: mm. 218-227
also contains the variation of the theme in sixteenth notes. The consecutive sixteenth notes in the
orchestra represents the rapid speed of the army during the war. The dynamic of the third
variation fluctuates, but it stays mostly in the range of f and ff. In sum, the third variation depicts
the fierceness of the war.
The orchestra ceases the sixteenth-note accompaniment at m. 239, where the melody of
the last six phrases of the song “Defend the Yellow River” begins. Consequently, the orchestra
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and the piano start to take the melody by turns with dotted-rhythmic figures. Thus, the music
starts to crescendo toward the fourth variation (mm. 248-303), which begins at f in m. 248,
coinciding with an abrupt modulation to D major. By this point, the battle has turned white-hot.
However, the theme “Defend the Yellow River” is missing from the beginning of this variation.
Instead, the fourth variation demonstrates more virtuosic techniques for the solo piano at its
onset in mm. 248-260. This subsection marks the first appearance of triplets in the fourth
movement. Their presence in both the piano and orchestra pushes the music decidedly forward
and helps to establish an appropriate mood.
Starting from m. 260 in Figure 2.45, the music modulates first to G-flat major, and then
to A-flat major at m. 264, which is a tritone away from the movement’s D-major opening. The
entire subsection from m. 260 to m. 271 is indicated with a dynamic level of ff. While the piano
part is resting, the orchestra has the varied theme played by the French horn and the trumpet in
mm. 260-263 (Figure 2.45), symbolizing the bugle yet again. Yet, the tempo is slightly slower
than before. It is ♩ = 160 here, instead of ♩ = 176. After two measures of consecutive A-flat major
chords in triplets, the solo piano enters at m. 266 with two cadenzas. The left hand of the piano
part continues the varied theme, marked by pink rectangles in Figure 2.45. The two cadenzas in
the piano part each follow the varied theme in the left hand. The cadenzas modulate via a
sequence to the dominant of B-flat major, where the march theme begins again in m. 272.
The subsection from m. 272 to m. 303 is in B-flat major, and it functions to build to the
climax of the entire concerto via triplets and chromaticism. The tempo of this subsection remains
at ♩ = 160. Here, the War of Resistance against Japanese Aggression is on the way to victory. At
the beginning of this subsection, the piano part has the same sempre staccato triplets in both
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Figure 2.45. Fourth Movement: mm. 258-271
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hands, while the orchestra plays the original rhythm of the theme in mm. 272-279, marked by
pink rectangles in Figure 2.46. Only the first two phrases of the theme are restated verbatim, then
the theme continues to vary. From m. 280, the music is in G minor. Both piano and orchestra
play triplets for two measures by turns, in the manner of a dialogue. As the music’s register
becomes higher and higher, the chromaticism in the harmonies anticipates the final and biggest
climax of the entire concerto.

Figure 2.46. Fourth Movement: mm. 272-281
As shown in Figure 2.47, m. 288 is VI in the key of G minor, followed by viiº7/V in
mm. 289-290. This fully diminished-seventh chord begins to move according to an upward step
progression. Notice the bass in mm. 289-293: C#-D-E-F-F#. Each of these bass notes is part of a
fully diminished-seventh chord that climbs higher until reaching the F-sharp minor chord in the
second half of m. 293. The F-sharp minor chord is also the beginning of the D major tonality that
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Figure 2.47. Fourth Movement: mm. 288-297
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corresponds to the thematic return at m. 304, the movement's big climax. F-sharp minor is iii in
the key of D major; it proceeds to I in that key in the second half of m. 294. The downbeat of m.
295 is (an enharmonically spelled) viiº7, which moves through a passing German augmentedsixth chord in the second half of m. 295 to E minor on the downbeat of m. 296. That E minor
chord is ii6/4 in the key of D major, and it serves as the pre-dominant harmony in a massive
cadence in the following measures. After the downbeat in m. 296, and continuing into m. 297,
the harmony is viiØ4/2. In m. 298 (Figure 2.48), this harmony continues in the upper voices, while
the bass introduces the dominant, altogether forming a V9 chord. This sonority becomes V7 in m.
300 and prolongs that dominant-seventh chord until the D major resolution in m. 304.
As the piano repeats the V7 chord in mm. 302-303, the double bass and trombone retain
the tremolo on dominant bass A. In the second half of m. 302, the rest of the orchestra starts
playing an introductory melody in preparation for the upcoming climax, marked by a pink
rectangle in Figure 2.48. The orchestra also has a long crescendo and allargando in mm. 302303. While the music gets broader and louder, the introductory melody draws attention and
pushes the music to the big climax – the insertion of part B: The East Is Red, which will arrive at
m. 304 with the entire orchestra.
The East is Red renders the entire part B (mm. 304-327) as the climax of the fourth
movement and of the concerto as a whole. It is in D major, which is the tonic key of the Yellow
River Piano Concerto. Also, this section is in a much slower tempo than before, ♩ = 112. The
entire interpolation is broad, resonant, grand and magnificent. The melody of The East Is Red is
played by the tutti orchestra throughout the insertion, especially including timpani, harp and
Chinese Cymbals. The beginning of the melody is marked by a pink rectangle in Figure 2.49.
The melody in the orchestra is very clear, without additional inner voices. Meanwhile, the piano
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Figure 2.48. Fourth Movement: mm. 298-303

Figure 2.49. Fourth Movement: mm. 304-306
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part doubles the melody of The East Is Red. It adds chords and octaves to fill the expanded notevalue. The fillings are all cast in triplet subdivisions.
After two measures of octaves in the piano part over the dominant bass in the orchestra,
the tempo gets slightly faster, ♩ = 126 at m. 321, shown in Figure 2.50. The dynamic continues at
ff from m. 304. The melody in mm. 321-327 is a restatement of the refrain in mm. 312-319.
However, instead of prolonging the dominant, as in the original melody, the refrain here is in the
tonic major. The text of the song associated with this music is particularly praising of Chairman
Zedong Mao and the Communist Party of China. Therefore, the use of the refrain is highly
political at this point. Meanwhile, the textures of both the piano and orchestra become even fuller
in mm. 321-327. Both play the chordal melodies in unison with chordal fillings, seen in Figure
2.50. The rhythmic figure also changes from triplets to quarter notes. Thus, the music gets
grander and broader naturally by extending the note-values.
Figure 2.51 shows the complete song The East Is Red. The composing team incorporated
the entire melody without changes and inserted it at this point, under the instruction of Qing
Jiang. As composer Chengzong Yin stated, the insertion of The East Is Red may not work
logically, but it sounds good in the music here. Even so, why is The East Is Red so important and
why is it inserted into this concerto instead of some other political songs?
The East Is Red was based on a similar folk song from the northern Shaanxi area. The
song became very popular during 1942-1944 within the Northwest Revolutionary Base. It
formerly had different lyrics. Later, Youyuan Li and Songru Zhang (penname: Gongmu) revised
the lyrics and named it as The East Is Red. The performing version for chorus of this song was
composed by Huanzhi Li. In 1964, The East Is Red was adapted to a grand music-and-dance epic
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Figure 2.50. Fourth Movement: mm. 319-324

Figure 2.51. The East is Red
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under the same name, directed by Enlai Zhou, the Premier of the State Council. The East Is Red
praises Chinese Chairman Zedong Mao and the Communist Party of China during the War of
Resistance against Japanese Aggression. During the Great Cultural Revolution, The East Is Red
almost replaced the Chinese national anthem, March of the Volunteers. People heard The East Is
Red on the radio in the morning, and heard The Internationale at night. Several public venues
used The East Is Red as a chime melody. Nearly all Chinese people can sing this song, as it was
played at every important political event and activity. In contrast, the original Chinese national
anthem, March of the Volunteers, was only played for welcoming foreign guests.
Accordingly, we can see the importance of The East Is Red during the Great Cultural
Revolution. As the wife of Chairman Zedong Mao and the leader of the Great Cultural
Revolution, Qing Jiang wanted to regard the Yellow River Piano Concerto as her own political
achievement. Thus, the insertion of part B, which she mandated, is the most political moment of
the entire concerto. It is an interruption to the logic of the music, but it fits the political
circumstances of the Great Cultural Revolution. Even though the insertion of The East Is Red
drew criticism and instigated revision later, it still represents without question a significant
moment in Chinese history. Its presence here should not be considered as negative.
At the end of the insertion, the refrain becomes modified and proceeds to the final
variation of the fourth movement (mm. 328-367). The fifth variation and the coda remain in D
major all the way until the end of the movement. Also, this final variation is marked as Presto
instead of giving a specific metronomic tempo. However, according to the prior tempo marking,
this variation should be played at ♩ = 176. Contrapuntally, the final variation continues using the
technique of canon between the piano and orchestra.
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Figure 2.52. Fourth Movement: mm. 328-339
Figure 2.52 shows mm. 328-367 in the final variation in the fourth movement. Differing
from the previous variations, this variation does not restate the entire song “Defend the Yellow
River.” Instead, it merely repeats the eight-measure theme four times. The theme is not varied
rhythmically, and it is only varied melodically at the end of the third phrase according to the text.
During the repetition, the theme gets fuller and louder. In mm. 330-337, both the piano and
orchestra present the theme in a single voice. The two parts are presented in canonic style for six
measures until m. 336. Here, the dynamic is p. In the next eight measures, mm. 338-345, the
theme in both parts is doubled. The piano and orchestra continue to play the canon for six
measures until m. 344. The dynamic level is mf here. From m. 346 to m. 353, only the piano part
has the chordal theme, with a dynamic marking f. However, the theme incorporates more voices
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this time, and the orchestral accompaniment has a dynamic of mf. In fact, the final repetition of
the theme in mm. 354-361 is basically a repetition of mm. 346-353, only with a louder dynamic,
ff. The accompaniment in the left hand of the piano part and the lower orchestral instruments
consists of quarter notes and eighth notes in fifths and octaves. It maintains the marching pace in
Presto. The dramatic voicing of the accompaniment also matches the heightened dynamics of the
theme.
After the ff repetition of the theme, a portion of the melody of The Internationale arrives
at m. 362 and continues for six measures until m. 367. This quotation is marked by the pink
rectangles in Figure 2.53. This quote of The Internationale pushes the music to another climax
after the long build-up. However, it is not as big as the previous climax with The East is Red.
The insertion of The Internationale is also highly political. Its presence was also mandated by
Qing Jiang, but she got the idea from an anonymous soldier after playing a recording of the
Yellow River Piano Concerto. During the Great Cultural Revolution, The Internationale was the
second-most popular song, after The East is Red. As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, people
heard it on the radio every night. Accordingly, it is widely known by the Chinese people. Here,
the insertion of The Internationale symbolizes that the proletarian revolution is proceeding
toward final victory all around the world.
In the score, the meter of this insertion changes from 2/4 to 2/2, as shown in Figure 2.53.
The accompaniment continues the quarter-beat marching pace when the piano and orchestra play
the chordal melody of The Internationale in unison. In particular, the timpani begins playing in
m. 346 and continues until the end. It keeps the marching pace and makes the music more
sonorous during the final climax.
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The coda of the fourth movement starts right after The Internationale at m. 368 (see
Figure 2.53). It depicts the army marching forward courageously. The time signature of the coda
changes to 1/2, and the tempo is ♩ = 168. It preserves the dynamic marking ff. The beginning of
coda contains an eight-measure cadenza in the piano part with consecutive descending and
ascending octaves in triplets. The rapid and strict rhythm of the triplets recalls the fierce battle
from the previous variation. In Figure 2.54, the brilliant octaves in triplets of the piano part
conclude at the downbeat of m. 376 with a D major chord, played together with the orchestra.
Meanwhile, the timpani begins a tremolo on D at the downbeat of m. 376, which lasts until the
conclusion of the movement. The piano and orchestra continue to play chords in the harmonic
progression I-ii4/2-V-I over the tonic pedal from m. 378 to the end. At m. 382, seen in Figure
2.54, the piano plays the final D major chord with a grace note anticipation, which marks the end
of the entire concerto.
The fourth movement is the most exciting and well-known movement in the Yellow River
Piano Concerto. The theme-variation form presents the song “Defend the Yellow River” in all
its richness. The two quotations inserted at the end propel the entire concerto to its final climax.
From this movement, we can see aspects of political influence, and we can also see the Chinese
composers’ attempt at learning western composing techniques. The composing team focused on
the concept of competition between the piano and orchestra, typical of concerto form; they also
remembered to echo the first movement cyclically by bringing back two of its prominent
motives.
From a programmatic standpoint, the first movement depicts the boatman’s fight against
the surge of the Yellow River, symbolizing the tenacious and enduring spirit of the Chinese
people. The second movement is reminiscent of the long history of the Yellow River.
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Figure 2.53. Fourth Movement: mm. 362-369
The sharp conflict between the Chinese people and the Japanese invasion is documented in the
third movement. Finally, “Defend of the Yellow River,” the fourth movement, is imperative and
crucial for resolution. Thus, the fourth movement fulfills a concluding function at the end of the
Yellow River Piano Concerto. Overall, the four movements follow the four steps of opening,
developing, changing, and concluding, which are the “four steps in the composition of an essay.”
Further, the formal design of the Yellow River Piano Concerto meets the political requirement of
“breaking the western frame,” and it fits the Chinese people’s tastes. Ultimately, it shows the
nationalization of the traditional western concerto genre in China.
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Figure 2.54. Fourth Movement: mm. 374-382
2.6. The Use of Cadenza in the Yellow River Piano Concerto
After discussing the form and music of each movement, an examination of the specific
use of cadenza in the Yellow River Piano Concerto is also noteworthy. As a rule, cadenza is a
necessary component of concerto form, as indicated by the following definition from Grove
Music Online.
Cadenza is a virtuoso passage inserted near the end of a concerto movement or aria,
usually indicated by the appearance of a fermata over an inconclusive chord such as the
tonic 6-4. Cadenzas may either be improvised by a performer or written out by the
composer; in the latter case the cadenza is often an important structural part of the
movement. In a broad sense the term ‘cadenza’ can refer to simple ornaments on the
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penultimate note of a cadence, or to any accumulation of elaborate embellishments
inserted near the end of a section or at fermata points.84
In the case of the Yellow River Piano Concerto, the composing team viewed the concept
of “cadenza” in its broadest sense. The cadenzas throughout this concerto do not adhere to their
traditional use in concerto form; instead, they appear scattered as large passages and as small
phrases in the Yellow River Piano Concerto’s first, third and fourth movements. The function of
those cadenzas is not structural; on the contrary, they are used mainly for portraying musical
images and for displaying virtuosity.
In the first movement, there are two major sections of cadenza. The cadenza at m. 16 in
the piano part, shown in Figure 2.55, is the very first cadenza in the entire concerto. It is a onemeasure cadenza with free rhythm that occurs between section A and section B. It consists of
arpeggios of the dominant harmony in alternating ascending and descending figures. The first
ascending arpeggio places the B-flat in the left hand at the figure’s apex, forming a dominant
minor-ninth chord. The presence of B-flat here recalls its previous appearance in the bass. The
cadenza is non-metered, and it also presents some instances of polyrhythm: between the two
hands, there are occasional 3-against-4 and 4-against-5 groupings, creating a sense of rhythmic
tension that adds to the tension of the dominant harmony. The ascending and descending
arpeggiated figures, with accents on the apexes, imitate the surge of the Yellow River.
The range of this cadenza covers six of the seven octaves on the piano keyboard. Its wide
tessitura depicts the magnificent and precipitous Yellow River from its low end to its high peak,
giving a spectacular musical image of the river. At the beginning of the Yellow River Piano

84. Eva Badura-Skoda, Andrew V. Jones, and William Drabkin, "Cadenza," Grove Music Online, last
modified January 20, 2001, accessed July 2, 2019, https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.43023.
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Concerto, the musical representation created by the first cadenza is indispensable. It creates a
lively image of the Yellow River for the audiences who had never seen it. Harmonically, from
the end of the cadenza to m. 18 in the upcoming B section, the harmonic progression is V 6 to I.
Thus, the first cadenza heightens the expectation of the cadence, and it delays the arrival of that
cadence until the subsequent section.
The second cadenza in the first movement appears in m. 83, shown earlier in this chapter
in Figure 2.5b. Compared to the first cadenza, the second cadenza sounds even grander. Instead
of only incorporating arpeggios, as in the first cadenza, the second cadenza adds consecutive
descending chords in both hands at its outset. Further, it includes ascending chords in a thinner
texture at its end. The middle part of the cadenza consists largely of arpeggios, which cover a
range of five octaves in total. Thus, the second cadenza is fully developed as a complete section
in middle of the first movement, between sections A2 and D. Besides showing off the pianist’s
virtuosity, the second cadenza also creates musical images with great dramatic tension.
Throughout the first movement, there are also a few scattered cadenza-like passages.
These passages are not technically cadenzas, because they are accompanied by the orchestra.
However, they do have the feature of showing off the pianist’s virtuosity. For example, a couple
cadenzas are derived from the “wind” motive that appears at the beginning of the first
movement, including the passages at mm. 25-28 in Figure 2.3 and mm. 75-82 in Figure 2.5a.
From m. 100 to m. 103 in Figure 2.7, the cadenza-like passage is simply made of trills on A and
an A-major scale that crescendos over the range of six octaves in both hands of the piano. Here,
the orchestra plays a transitional melody, so this short virtuosic display helps to push the music
to the upcoming ff in m. 104. The final cadenza-like passage in the first movement appears close
to the movement’s end. In mm. 110-111 in Figure 2.8, the cadenza-like passage in the piano part
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Figure 2.55. First Movement: m. 16
is accompanied by the tremolos in the orchestra. It consists of arpeggios of ii6 in D major. With a
sf at the apex of its ascending and descending arpeggio, the cadenza gives a final depiction of the
surge of the Yellow River. It delays the arrival of the cadence in the tonic by extending the
plagal harmony of ii6.
As the slow movement of the concerto, the second movement has no cadenza. The
cadenza in the third movement functions as part of the introduction to that movement in m. 3,
shown in Figure 2.17. Here, the solo piano imitates the glissando of Chinese zither, depicting the
flow of streams, rivers and waterfalls of the Yellow River. Moreover, there is another cadenza108

like passage in the third movement; it consists only of a single measure in the D section, m. 125,
shown in Figure 2.31. The right hand in the piano part plays an F melodic minor scale through
four octaves, while the left hand presents an arpeggio of V7. The irregular rhythm in both hands
makes it sound free. Here, the cadenza in melodic minor adds color and prepares for the
upcoming deceptive cadence in m. 126.
In the fourth movement, there are three cadenzas. The first one appears at the
introduction to the movement, the same as in the third movement. It comprises three measures,
m. 7 to m. 9, with free rhythm, as shown in Figure 2.56. This cadenza consists mainly of octaves
and scales. In m. 7, both hands in the piano part begin consecutive octaves based on the C
pentatonic collection. At the final chord of m. 7, the motion stops on an A-major chord in root
position, which functions as the dominant of E major. Next, in m. 8, both hands in the piano part
play the consecutive octaves alternately based on the E pentatonic collection. At the end of m. 8,
the phrase concludes at a B-major chord in root position, which acts as V/V in A major, the tonic
of the upcoming A section. At m. 9, an ascending E major scale in both hands pushes the music
to an E marked sf on the downbeat of m.10. Thus, there are three subsections in this cadenza.
Musically, this cadenza depicts the spectacular Yellow River one more time. It differs
from the prior cadenzas in that it only moves upward toward its apex; it has no descending
figures. Therefore, this cadenza reflects Chinese people’s determination to defend the Yellow
River, and it also implies the final victory of the Chinese people during the war. As such, its
significance is much deeper than it looks. Certainly, this cadenza is also an opportunity for
pianists to display their virtuosity. The octaves must be played clearly and accurately, with
sensitive dynamic control of the small phrases.
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The second cadenza in the fourth movement is from m. 266 to m. 269. It appears in the
fourth variation of the theme, shown in Figure 2.45. In this cadenza, each phrase is introduced by
a portion of the varied theme in the left hand. For examples, see m. 266 and m. 269. Within this
variation of the theme, the program depicts the battle’s turning white-hot. The ascending and
descending arpeggios depict the rapid running of the soldiers in the battlefield. Thus, the second
cadenza is also used to create musical images, as did several earlier cadenzas.
The third cadenza appears in the coda of the fourth movement. Prior to this cadenza,
there are a couple of cadenza-like passages, including mm. 296-297 in Figure 2.47 and mm. 319320 in Figure 2.50. Similar to those two cadenza-like passages, the cadenza from m. 368 to m.
376 is also made of octaves in unison. However, both of the earlier cadenza-like passages have
ascending octaves. The octaves in mm. 296-297 arpeggiate an ascending half-diminished seventh
chord, while the octaves in mm. 319-320 ascend in a D major scale. Both of these passages focus
on pushing the music towards the upcoming climax. However, the octaves of the cadenza in mm.
368-376 both display descending and ascending motion. Each direction encompasses four
measures, and the octaves here are based on the D pentatonic collection. Musically, this cadenza
represents the last recollection of the fierce battle scene before the final statement of victory from
m. 378 to the end.
Overall, the use of cadenzas in the Yellow River Piano Concerto is non-traditional. The
composing team adapted this concept to fit their needs. The cadenzas in this concerto function
mainly to create musical images, to build up the mood, and to display virtuosity. They do not
also have a harmonic role, like cadenzas in many western concertos. Thus, the use of cadenzas in
the Yellow River Piano Concerto demonstrates one aspect of the nationalization of this western
concerto form in Chinese music.
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Figure 2.56. Fourth Movement: mm. 3-9
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Figure 2.57. Fourth Movement: mm. 366-376
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CHAPTER 3. RECEPTION AND CONCLUSION
The success of Yellow River Piano Concerto in the 1970s rescued the piano artistry in
China, and it also introduced Chinese music to the world. The widespread appeal of the Yellow
River Piano Concerto has increased intercultural communication between China and other
countries, and it has become a cultural symbol of China. If there had been no Sinn Sing Hoi and
his Yellow River Cantata, there would not be the success of the Yellow River Piano Concerto. On
the other hand, this success is also largely due to the four composers’ diligent and intelligent
work. To summarize, this chapter concludes the background information and musical analysis
from the previous chapters and discusses aspects of the performance history and reception of the
Yellow River Piano Concerto. In the end, it reaches a conclusion for the entire monograph.
3.1. The Characteristics of the Yellow River Piano Concerto
Historically, the Yellow River Cantata was widely disseminated after it was premiered. In
particular, the song “Defend the Yellow River” won the Chinese peoples’ hearts during the war.
Its true-to-life text, affectionate melody, and positive attitude, as well as the political influence of
the Yellow River Cantata from which it came, fueled the foundation of the success for the Yellow
River Piano Concerto. The Yellow River Cantata also provides a basis for an understanding of
the Yellow River Piano Concerto.85 However, the Yellow River Piano Concerto possesses its
own artistic charms in order to achieve success. The musical analysis in the second chapter
revealed many of these significant characteristics, including the nationalization of western music,

85. Jingbo Hu, “Development of Western Concerto Form in New China, Part One,” The New Voice of YueFu: The Academic Periodical of Shenyang Conservatory of Music, no. 1 (January 2003): 8, accessed July 18, 2018.
CNKI.net.
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the composing team’s learning from western music, creating musical images, and yielding to
political influence.
First, the nationalization of western music is reflected in the form of the entire concerto.
Instead of the traditional western three-movement concerto, the composing team made an
adaption to a four-movement concerto, according to “the four steps in the composition of an
essay.” Regarding the form of each movement, the composing team modified the forms of rondo,
binary, through-composed, and theme-and-variation, as well as cadenza. On the other hand, the
insertions and quotes of well-known songs also bring eastern elements to the form. After all, the
adaption and quotation followed Qing Jiang’s political instruction to “break the western frame,”
and they also made the music more approachable and acceptable to ordinary Chinese audiences.
Second, the nationalization of western music is evident in the orchestration. In particular,
the addition of Chinese flute and Chinese lute in the third movement and Chinese cymbal in the
fourth movement makes the concerto sound very eastern, even beyond the incorporation of its
pentatonic melodies. Similarly, the composing team used the piano itself to imitate the sounds
and performing styles of the Chinese zither and the Chinese lute in the third movement. The
imitation of these Chinese folk instruments in the solo piano particularly indicates their
importance.
During the process of nationalization of western music, the composing team also learned
from western music, including aspects of harmony, tonality and counterpoint. Chinese music is
traditionally in a linear style.86 Further, the pentatonic melodies played by the Chinese folk

86. Fang Pu, “Pursuit of Nationalization in the Composition of Chinese Piano Concertos,” Journal of the
Central Conservatory of Music, no. 4 (October 1991): 60, accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
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instruments are predominant in Chinese music, and this style is especially inherited by Chinese
piano music. That is one reason why most of Chinese piano music is cast in a melodyaccompaniment style. The second movement of the Yellow River Piano Concerto is a good
example of this point. In particular, the Chinese pentatonic mode does not have the same
functional harmonies as western tonal music. Instead, the Chinese pentatonic mode naturally
forms harmonic perfect fourths and perfect fifths. We can see the use of these non-functional,
open harmonies in the accompaniment of the fourth movement of the concerto. However, we can
also see the frequent use of the secondary dominants, diminished chords, modal mixture, and
mediant relations throughout the Yellow River Piano Concerto. The composing team also used
the technique of modulation in certain prominent sections. The use of canon in the fourth
movement is remarkable, as well. The above elements all derive from western music. Thus, the
composing team blended together western composing techniques with Chinese music in the
Yellow River Piano Concerto. Such intercultural communication brings new life to Chinese
piano music.
Furthermore, the composing team was successful in creating musical images within the
Yellow River Piano Concerto. For example, the composing team used cadenzas in the first, third
and fourth movement to depict the surge of the Yellow River. The Chinese flute is also used to
represent a bird’s chirp at the beginning of the third movement. In the first and fourth movement,
the composing team used brass instruments to imitate the howling wind and the bugle of the
army. They also used the consecutive dotted rhythm to imitate the clop of horses’ hooves. Such
imitations of extra-musical figures collectively create entire tableaus, such as the beautiful
scenery of the Yellow River, the fierce battle, the Hukou Falls, the drastic surge, and so on.
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These musical images provide the audience with a space for imagination, and also make the
music lively and approachable.
In the end, political influence during the composing process of the Yellow River Piano
Concerto was considerable. The entire composing process took place under the close watch of
Qing Jiang and the leadership of the Great Cultural Revolution. As I mentioned in the first
chapter, every step of the composing process required a written record before the actual
composing of the notes. Moreover, the “help” the composers received for revision from Huiyong
Yu and Qing Jiang rendered the Yellow River Piano Concerto even more political. The insertions
of The East is Red and The Internationale brought controversy to the concerto in later years. As
for the premiere of the work, Qing Jiang asked the composer Wanghua Chu to fashion an
overhead projection with a large portrait of Chairman Zedong Mao to accompany the
performance of the concerto. As a result, the composing team was under stressful political
pressure at that time. On their shoulders was the mission of saving the piano artistry during the
severe Great Cultural Revolution. In particular, composer Chengzong Yin wanted people to
know that the piano artistry can be used in the service of the revolution in China. Thus, the
Yellow River Piano Concerto ultimately met the requirement of “revolutionization,
nationalization and popularization” from Premier Enlai Zhou in 1963. And it also helped the
piano artistry survive during the turbulent years.
3.2. Performance and Reception
Since the success of the premiere of the Yellow River Piano Concerto in 1970, it has
played a positive role in “Revolutionary Diplomacy” during the Great Cultural Revolution. The
Yellow River Piano Concerto became a representative work of composer and pianist Chengzong
Yin. He played the concerto hundreds of times worldwide since then. In 1971, Chengzong Yin
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and The National Ballet of China visited Albania, Romania and Yugoslavia. It was his first time
playing Chinese piano music and the Yellow River Piano Concerto in front of foreign audiences.
This tour marked the first step abroad for Chinese piano music and for the Yellow River Piano
Concerto, in particular. After the American president Richard Nixon visited China in 1972, the
field of Chinese literature and art began to open to the world. Thus, Chengzong Yin performed
the Yellow River Piano Concerto with the London Symphony Orchestra, the Vienna
Philharmonic Orchestra, the Philadelphia Orchestra, and other orchestras worldwide. 87 From that
moment on, the Yellow River Piano Concerto began its journey around the world. These
international activities helped acquaint the world with Chinese piano music, and improved the
public’s image of Chinese musicians. Thus, the Yellow River Piano Concerto served as a bridge
between China and the rest of the world.
In particular, Chengzong Yin was invited to perform in Japan in 1975. Consequently, Yin
and China Central Philharmonic Orchestra undertook a performing tour together to that country.
In each performance during the trip, Chengzong Yin performed several examples of Chinese
piano music, including the representative Yellow River Piano Concerto. Surprisingly, the
concerto received a warm response from both the Japanese authority as well as from ordinary
Japanese citizens; the Japanese broadcasting cooperation NHK even played a recording of the
performance throughout Japan. Therefore, Chengzong Yin used to say “Politics and music can
be separated.”88 The experience of Chengzong Yin’s performance in Japan had a very positive

87. Yufang Liu, “From the Nationalization to the Cultural Attribute of Yin Chengzong’s Piano Music, Part
Two,” The New Voice of Yue-Fu: The Academic Periodical of Shenyang Conservatory of Music, no. 4 (October
2011): 171, accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
88. ibid., 172.
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effect on the performance history of the Yellow River Piano Concerto. Since then, Chengzong
Yin began performing the concerto even more frequently around the world.
As a member of the composing team, Chinese composer and pianist Wanghua Chu also
performed the concerto worldwide, especially in Australia. The latest performance of Wanghua
Chu in Australia was in summer 2017.89 Since Chinese pianists Feixing Xu and Shucheng Shi
helped the composing team during the composing process, they also knew the Yellow River
Piano Concerto very well. Both have performed the concerto worldwide. Particularly, Shucheng
Shi has performed only his own revised edition of the concerto since the late 1980s.
Subsequently, Chinese pianists in later generations also devoted their energy to
disseminating the Yellow River Piano Concerto internationally, including Mingqiang Li,
Xiangdong Kong, Huiqiao Bao, Lang Lang, Yundi Li, and so on. At the time of this writing,
there exist about 21 recordings of the Yellow River Piano Concerto by pianists worldwide.90
Particularly, Chinese pianist Lang Lang performed the Yellow River Piano Concerto with the
China Philharmonic Orchestra at Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts in 2005. That was the
first time he played Chinese piano music in the United States. The performance received
enthusiastic and affectionate responses. In October 2007, New York’s Time Square broadcasted
Lang Lang’s live performance of the Yellow River Piano Concerto in order to celebrate the 10th
anniversary of the Beijing International Music Festival. 91 Besides the devoted performances of

89. Lanfang Feng, “Praise of Life – The Review of Chu Wanghua’s Concert at Melbourne.” People’s
Music, no. 10 (October 2017): 13, accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
90. Shuo Zhang, “Music Inspired by the Yellow River, Part Two.” Music Lover, no. 11 (November 2016):
60, accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
91. www.people.com.cn. 27 October 2017,
http://ent.people.com.cn/GB/8222/42058/88724/88726/6446213.html, accessed July 18, 2018.
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Chinese pianists, other pianists worldwide also performed the Yellow River Piano Concerto.
Currently, there are four versions of recordings by pianists from the United States, Israel,
Malaysia and North Korea.
While the Yellow River Piano Concerto is now disseminated widely around the world,
Chinese audiences themselves also enjoy the concerto very much. Even though it was banned for
some years after the Great Cultural Revolution, domestic audiences can still gain a sense of
cultural identity from the music. Both the Yellow River Cantata and the Yellow River Piano
Concerto are widely and frequently performed in China, especially during the New Year Gala
and other cultural and political activities. Both the cantata and the concerto are included in the
music textbook used for the nine-year compulsory education. The song and movement “Defend
the Yellow River” is as well-known as The East is Red.
3.3. Conclusion
The Yellow River Piano Concerto has been a representative of Chinese piano repertoire
since the time it was composed. In a few decades, this piece of music has helped China to open
its field of cultural endeavors to the world, and has increased the intercultural communication
between China and other nations. After learning and performing this concerto in the United
States, I began to understand why the Chinese proverb said: “Ethnically unique, universally
invaluable.”92 There are various languages in the world, which makes it hard for people to
communicate if they do not know the language of each other or do not have a translator.
However, music makes the world borderless. People from different places and cultures can
communicate through music without speaking any words. That is just what the Yellow River

92. “民族的就是世界的。” Chinese proverb.
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Piano Concerto has brought to us. As for Chinese people, this is the Chinese composers’ bold
and successful attempt to combine elements of eastern and western music. In terms of the world
of music, the Yellow River Piano Concerto has spread across the globe as the cultural symbol of
China, making it possible for more and more people to know about Chinese piano music and
Chinese folk instruments. Its contribution to world music is remarkable.
The purpose of this monograph is to serve as a guide for those who wish to know more
about the Chinese piano music and for those who wish to perform the Yellow River Piano
Concerto. Through its background information and musical analysis, I hope readers understand
better how the piano artistry and western music became accepted and developed in China.
Personally, I wish this monograph will bring positive energy and thoughts to all those who are
interested in Chinese piano music and Chinese culture.

120

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Badura-Skoda, Eva, Andrew V. Jones, and William Drabkin. "Cadenza." Grove Music Online,
2001. Accessed July 2, 2019. doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.43023.
China Central Television. “The Birth and Life of the Eight Model Operas.” Last modified April
3, 2007.
http://www.cctv.com/program/chongfang/topic/history/C18096/20070403/103515.shtml.
Chu, Wanghua. “How Did the Yellow River Piano Concerto Originate?” People’s Music, no. 5
(May 1995): 4-8. Accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
Chu, Wanghua. “Perform the Yellow River Piano Concerto, and Transcend it.” Piano Artistry,
no. 8 (August 2013): 8-15. Accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
Dai, Jiafang. “Analysis of the Yellow River Piano Concerto, Part One.” Art of Music: Journal of
Shanghai Conservatory of Music, no. 4 (October 2004): 39-45. Accessed July 18, 2018.
CNKI.net.
Dai, Jiafang. “Analysis of the Yellow River Piano Concerto, Part Two.” Art of Music: Journal of
Shanghai Conservatory of Music, no. 2 (April 2005): 15-23. Accessed July 18, 2018.
CNKI.net.
Feng, Lanfang. “Praise of Life – The Review of Chu Wanghua’s Concert at Melbourne.”
People’s Music, no. 10 (October 2017): 13-16. Accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
Hu, Jingbo. “Development of Western Concerto Form in New China, Part One.” The New Voice
of Yue-Fu: The Academic Periodical of Shenyang Conservatory of Music, no. 1 (January
2003): 3-8. Accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
Jin, Ming. “The Enlightenment of the Development of the Nationalization of the Chinese Piano
Music during the Great Cultural Revolution.” The New Voice of Yue-Fu: The Academic
Periodical of Shenyang Conservatory of Music, no. 4 (October 2013): 226-230. Accessed
July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
Li, Jing. “Yin Chengzong – The Revolutionary Age of Piano I Have Experienced.” Northern
Music, no. 11 (November 2007): 22. Accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
Li, Ni. “The Historical Background of the Yellow River Piano Concerto.” Journal of Chifeng
University, vol. 33, no. 6 (June 2012): 137-139. Accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
Liang, Maochun. “20th Century Piano Music – The Third Climax of Composing Chinese Music,
Part One.” Piano Artistry, no. 3 (March 2018): 26-33. Accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
Liu, Xiaolong. “Sixty Years of Chinese Piano Music, Part Six.” Piano Artistry, no. 9 (September
2009): 25-29. Accessed July 18. CNKI.net.
121

Liu, Xiaolong. “An Interview with Yin Chengzong at New Year.” Piano Artistry, no. 8 (August
2010): 12-18. Accessed July 18, 2018 CNKI. net.
Liu, Yufang. “From the Nationalization to the Cultural Attribute of Yin Chengzong’s Piano
Music, Part Two.” The New Voice of Yue-Fu: The Academic Periodical of Shenyang
Conservatory of Music, no. 4 (October 2011): 168-172. Accessed July 18, 2018.
CNKI.net.
Liu, Yufang. “From the View of Ethnomusicology to Explore the Musical Image from Yellow
River Cantata to Yellow River Piano Concerto.” Songs Bimonthly, no. 6 (November
2013): 51-54. Accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
People’s Daily. 17 June 1967. “Eight Model Operas Performing Together in Beijing.” Last
modified November 12, 2000. http://news.sina.com.cn/c/144484.html.
Pu, Fang. “Review of the History of the Yellow River Piano Concerto.” Journal of the Central
Conservatory of Music, no. 4 (October 1999): 70-80. Accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
Pu, Fang. “Pursuit of Nationalization in the Composition of Chinese Piano Concertos.” Journal
of the Central Conservatory of Music, no. 4 (October 1991): 59-65. Accessed July 18,
2018. CNKI.net.
Shi, Shucheng. “The Creation and Revision of the Yellow River Piano Concerto.” Music Lover,
no. 5 (October 1998): 76-78. Accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
Wang, Qiuhong. “The Style and Approach of Yin Chengzong’s Piano Composition.” The New
Voice of Yue-Fu: The Academic Periodical of Shenyang Conservatory of Music, no. 4
(October 2016): 136-140. Accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
Wang, Yuhe. Modern History of Chinese Music, 2nd Ed. Beijing: People's Music Publishing
House, 2002.
Wei, Tingge. “The Development of Chinese Piano Composition.” Music Research, no. 2 (March
1983): 40-51. Accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
Wu, Jiajun. “Description of the Development of Chinese Piano Concertos.” Music Life, no. 3
(March 2016): 58-60. Accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
www.people.com.cn. 27 October 2017.
http://ent.people.com.cn/GB/8222/42058/88724/88726/6446213.html. Accessed July 18,
2018.
Ye, Liu. “An Interview with Chengzong Yin.” Piano Artistry, no. 3 (March 2014): 4-13.
Accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.

122

Zhang, Shuo. “Music Inspired by the Yellow River, Part Two.” Music Lover, no. 11 (November
2016): 58-64. Accessed July 18, 2018. CNKI.net.
Zhou, Runjing. “Contrast of the Piano Concerto the Yellow River and the Yellow River Cantata”
Yinshan Academic Journal, vol. 16, no. 5 (September 2003): 24-26. Accessed July 18,
2018. CNKI.net.

123

VITA
Pianist Lin Tao is a doctoral candidate in the Doctoral of Musical Arts program at
Louisiana State University, under the instruction of Professor Michael Gurt. As a native of
China, she received her Bachelor of Arts degree in piano performance major from Qingdao
University. During the fall semester of her junior year, she accompanied and interpreted for the
American visiting professor Dr. Paula Patterson’s vocal recital and masterclass series in Qingdao
University. At the same time, she was selected to be a government-sponsored exchange student
for one year at Missouri State University, where she also studied playing the organ and the
carillon. Later, she received her Master of Music degree in piano performance major from
Missouri State University, under the instruction of Dr. Peter Collins. During her master program,
she received graduate assistantship for accompanying the ballet and modern dance classes.
Lin Tao has won several piano competitions, given solo recitals and owned her piano
studio in China. Her students covered a wide range of ages and levels. She is also an active
collaborative pianist and interpreter for foreign visiting scholars and performers in China. While
in the United States, Tao is active as a solo pianist, church organist, collaborative pianist, and
choral singer. She is also experienced with teaching piano students in both Chinese and English.
Meanwhile, Tao is devoted to introducing Chinese music to the United States. She has performed
recitals of Chinese music with traditional Chinese instrumentalists in the Chinese Music Festival
at Missouri State University. And she has performed numerous solo piano works by Chinese
composers in her solo recitals. Particularly, she performed the Yellow River Piano Concerto with
Professor Michael Gurt in her Doctoral of Musical Arts Concerto Recital in spring 2018. In
January 2018, she formed Duo Forte Amore with cellist Robert Peck, the duo held a recital of
German repertoires in fall 2018.

124

